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Foreword to the Second Edition: 
Enjoyment within the Limits 
of Reason Alone 


There are philosophical books, minor classics even, which are widely 
known and referred to, although practically no one has actually read 
them page by page (John Rawls’s Theory of Justice, for example, or 
Robert Brandom’s Making It Explicit) — a nice example of interpas- 
sivity, where some figure of the Other is supposed to do the reading 
for us. I hope For they know not what they do avoided this fate by, at 
least, really being read. Although it was overshadowed by the more 
popular Sublime Object of Ideology, my first book in English published 
two years earlier, I always considered it a more substantial achieve- 
ment: it is a book of theoretical work, in contrast to the succession 
of anecdotes and cinema references in The Sublime Object. For me, 
the reaction of individual readers to it was a kind of test: those who 
said: “I was disappointed by it, finding it a little bit boring after all 
the firecrackers of The Sublime Object,” obviously missed the crucial 
argument of both books. Even today, my attitude is: those who do 
not want to talk about For they know not what they do should remain 
silent about The Sublime Object. 


The Hard Road to Dialectical Materialism 


There is one additional feature which makes For they know not what 
they do crucial: it establishes a critical distance towards some of the 
key positions of The Sublime Object. Although I still stand by the 
basic insights of The Sublime Object, it is clear to me, with hindsight, 
that it contains a series of intertwined weaknesses. First, there is the 
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philosophical weakness: it basically endorses a quasi-transcendental 
reading of Lacan, focused on the notion of the Real as the impossible 
Thing-in-itself; in so doing, it opens the way to the celebration of 
failure: to the idea that every act ultimately misfires, and that the 
proper ethical stance is heroically to accept this failure. The Sublime 
Object fails to deploy the complex interconnections within the triad 
Real-Imaginary-Symbolic: the entire triad is reflected within each 
of its three elements. 

There are three modalities of the Real: the “real Real” (the 
horrifying Thing, the primordial object, from Irma’s throat to the 
Alien); the “symbolic Real” (the real as consistency: the signifter 
reduced to a senseless formula, like quantum physics formulas which 
can no longer be translated back into — or related to — the everyday 
experience of our life-world); and the “imaginary Real” (the mys- 
terious je ne sais quoi, the unfathomable “something” on account of 
which the sublime dimension shines through an ordinary object). 
The Real is thus, in effect, all three dimensions at the same time: 
the abyssal vortex which ruins every consistent structure; the math- 
ematized consistent structure of reality; the fragile pure appearance. 
And, in a strictly homologous way, there are three modalities of the 
Symbolic (the real — the signifier reduced to a senseless formula; the 
imaginary — the Jungian “symbols”; and the symbolic — speech, 
meaningful language); and three modalities of the Imaginary (the 
real — fantasy, which is precisely an imaginary scenario occupying 
the place of the Real; the imaginary — image as such in its 
fundamental function of a decoy; and the symbolic — again, the 
Jungian “symbols” or New Age archetypes).? 

How, then, is the Real inscribed into language? Robert Brandom? 
has elaborated the consequences of the fact that humans are norma- 
tive beings: language is, at its most elementary, the medium of 
commitment ~ each statement, not only ‘explicit performatives, 
commits me to give grounds for my actions and statements. People 
do not simply act in a certain way; they have to justify their acts. 
The Lacanian point to be made here is that there is something in 
between brute natural reality and the properly human symbolic 
universe of normative commitments: the abyss of freedom. As Lacan 
pointed out in the early 1950s, apropos of performative statements 
like “You are my teacher”, we are obliged to commit ourselves 
because the direct causality is cancelled ~ one never really knows, 
one never directly sees into, the other’s mind.* No wonder that 
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when people are on the verge of making their marriage vows, the 
commitment par excellence, they are often seized by anxiety: am I 
really ready to assume this responsibility? The standard way out is 
simply (to pretend) not to take the commitment seriously: I do get 
married, but I continue to fantasize about being a “bachelor”, and I 
also deceive my spouse. 

The mystery is that, somehow, the marital vow does none the less 
impose obligations on me: even when I indulge in transgressions, Ido 
it in secret, away from the public gaze of the big Other — even if I 
secretly make light of my marriage, my entire life can collapse when 
I am compelled to confront its crisis publicly (the proverbial husband 
who promises his mistress to tell his wife that he will divorce her, but 
forever postpones this act, is not simply a hypocrite, but a living 
monument to the force of a symbolic obligation). It is precisely people 
who do take the marital vow seriously, as a full commitment, who are 
most anxious and reluctant to commit themselves. This dimension is 
missing in Brandom’s work: this resistance to full commitment, this 
inability to assume it fully, which is not just an empirical psychological 
fact but a resistance inscribed into the most elementary relationship 
between the subject and its symbolic representation/identification. 

This gap is not simply external to language, it is not a relationship 
between language and a subject external to it; rather, it is inscribed 
into the very heart of language in the guise of its irreducible (self-) 
reflexivity. When Lacan repeats that “there is no meta-language”, 
this claim does not imply the impossibility of a reflexive distance 
towards some first-level language; on the contrary, “there is no 
meta-language” means, in fact, that there is no language — no seamless 
language whose enunciated is not broken by the reflexive inscription 
of the position of enunciation. Here, once again, we encounter the 
paradox of the non-All: there is no (meta-language) exception to 
language, it is not possible to talk about it from an external position, 
precisely because language is “not all”, because its limit is inscribed 
into it in the guise of ruptures in which the process of enunciation 
intervenes in the enunciated. Language, in its very notion, involves 
a minimal distance towards its literal meaning — not in the sense of 
some irreducible ambiguity or multiple dispersion of meanings, but 
in the more precise sense of “he said X, but what if he really meant 
the opposite” — like the proverbial male-chauvinist notion of a 
woman who, when subjected to sexual advances, says “No”, while 
her real message is “Yes”. 
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The crucial point here is that Freud’s famous ambivalence of 
libidinal stances has nothing whatsoever to do with some biological 
or psychological-affective oscillation, but refers strictly to the radical 
gap between literal meaning and underlying intention. The minimal 
structure of this reflexivity is, of course, that of poetic repetition: if I 
say “window”, it is just a simple designation; however, the moment 
I say “window ... window”, a gap separates the word from itself, 
and it is in this gap that the poetic “depth” resonates. And the truth 
of the old cliché about the “poetic origins of speech” is that there is 
no single occurrence of a word: repetition always-already resonates 
in it. It is crucial to perceive the link between this self-reflexivity 
and failure: the reflexive turn towards self-awareness occurs when 
there is a “malfunction”, when things no longer run smoothly. The 
self-reflexivity of language, the fact that a speech act is always a 
reflexive comment on itself, its own qualification (in both main 
meanings of the term), bears witness to the impossibility inscribed 
into the very heart of language: its failure to grasp the Real. 

Apropos of an intense religious ritual, it is a commonplace to 
claim that we, outside observers, can never interpret it properly, 
since only those who are directly immersed in the life-world of 
which this ritual is a part can grasp its meaning (or, more accurately, 
they do not reflexively “understand” it, they directly “live” its 
meaning). From a Lacanian standpoint, one should take a step further 
here and claim that even the religious belief of those who participate 
in such a ritual is ultimately a “rationalization” of the uncanny 
libidinal impact of the ritual itself. The gap is not the gap between 
the participants directly involved with the thing and our external 
interpretative position — it is to be located in the thing itself, that is, 
it splits from within the participants themselves, who need a “ration- 
alization” of meaning in order to be able to sustain the Real of the 
ritual itself’ The same goes for the World Trade Centre attacks of 
11 September 2001: their key message is not some deeper ideological 
point, it is contained in their very first traumatic effect: terrorism 
works; we can do it. 

Along the same lines, the basic interpretative operation of psycho- 
analysis is not to go “deeper” than the superficial interpretation but, 
on the contrary, to be attentive to perplexing first impressions. It is 
usually said that the first reading is always deceptive, and that the 
meaning discloses itself only in a second reading — what, however, if 
the meaning which arises in the second reading is ultimately a 
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defence formation against the shock of the first? The first impression 
of T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land — the fragments from common daily 
occurrences, mixed with the impenetrable texture of references to 
an inconsistent multitude of artistic and religious phenomena — is the 
poem’s “‘message”.> This direct short circuit between the fragments 
of “alienated” contemporary daily life and the confusing multitude 
of metaphysical references is in itself, for Eliot, the best diagnosis of 
where we stand today: lacking a firm religious-metaphysical found- 
ation, our daily lives are reduced to fragments of empty and vulgar 
social rituals. if we go beyond this threshold and endeavour to 
discern a consistent spiritual edifice beneath the confusing multitude 
of references (is Eliot a Buddhist? does he propagate a pagan myth 
of resurrection?), we are already missing the crucial point. 

This means that the Real is not the hard kernel of reality which 
resists virtualization. Hubert Dreyfus is right to identify the funda- 
mental feature of today’s virtualization of our life-experience as a 
reflective distance which prevents any full engagement: as in sexual 
games on the Internet, you are never fully cominitted since, as we 
usually put it, “if the thing doesn’t work out, I can always leave!” If 
you reach an impasse, you can say: “OK, I’m leaving the game, I’m 
stepping out! Let’s start again with a different game!” — but the very 
fact of this withdrawal implies that you were somehow aware from 
the very beginning that you could leave the game, which means that 
you were not fully committed.® In this way, we can never get really 
burnt, fatally hurt, since a commitment can always be revoked; while 
in an existential commitment without reservations, if we make a 
mistake, we lose everything, there is no way out, no “OK, let’s start 
the game again!” We miss what Kierkegaard and others call a full 
existential engagement when we perceive it as a risky voluntarist 
jump into a dogmatic stance — as if, instead of persisting in fully 
justified scepticism, we lose our nerve, as it were, and fully commit 
ourselves; what Kierkegaard has in mind are precisely those situations 
when we are absolutely cornered and cannot step back to judge the 
situation from a distance — we do not have the chance to choose or 
not to choose, since withdrawal from choice is already a (bad) 
choice. 

From the Freudian standpoint, however, the first thing to do is 
radically to question the opposition — on which Dreyfus relies here 
— between a human being as a fully embodied agent, thrown into 
his or her life-world, acting against the impenetrable background of 
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pre-understanding which can never be objectified/explicated into a 
set of rules, and the human being operating in an artificial digital 
universe which is thoroughly rule-regulated, and thus lacks the 
background density of the life-world. What if our location in a life- 
world is not the ultimate fact? The Freudian notion of “death-drive” 
points precisely towards a dimension of human subjectivity which 
resists its full immersion into its life-world: it designates a blind 
persistence which follows its path with utter disregard for the 
requirements of our concrete life-world. 

In Tarkovsky’s Mirror, his father Arseny Tarkovsky recites his own 
lines: “A soul is sinful without a body, / like a body without clothes” 
~ with no project, no aim; a riddle without an answer. “Death- 
drive” is this dislocated soul without body, a pure insistence that 
ignores the constraints of reality. Gnosticism is thus simultaneously 
both right and wrong: right, in so far as it claims that the human 
subject is not truly “at home” in our reality; wrong, in so far as it 
draws the conclusion that there should therefore be another (astral, 
etheric .. .) universe which is our true home, from which we “fell” 
into this inert material reality. This is also where all the postmodern- 
deconstructionist-poststructuralist variations on how the subject is 
always-already displaced, decentred, pluralized ... somehow miss 
the central point: that the subject “as such” is the name for a certain 
radical displacement, a certain wound, cut, in the texture of the 
universe, and all its identifications are ultimately just so many failed 
attempts to heal this wound. This displacement, which in itself 
portends entire universes, is best expressed by the first lines of 
Fernando Pessoa’s “Tobacco Shop”: “I am nothing. / I will never 
be anything. / I cannot desire to be nothing. / Moreover, I carry in 
me all the dreams of the world.” 

Within the space of the opposition on which Dreyfus relies, the 
Real equals the inertia of material bodily reality which cannot be 
reduced to just another digital construct. Here, however, we should 
introduce the good old Lacanian distinction between reality and the 
Real: in the opposition between reality and spectral illusion, the 
Real appears precisely as “irreal”, as a spectral illusion for which 
there is no room in our (symbolically constructed) reality. Therein, 
in this symbolic construction of (what we perceive as our social) 
reality, lies the catch: the inert remainder foreclosed from (what we 
experience as) reality returns precisely in the Real of spectral 
apparitions.’ 
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Why is there something so uncanny about animals like shellfish, 
snails and tortoises? The true object of horror is not the shell without 
the slimy body in it, but the “naked” body without the shell. That 
is to say: do we not always tend to perceive the shell as too large, 
too heavy, too thick, in relation to the living body it houses? There 
is never a body which fully fits its shell; furthermore, it is as if this 
body also lacks any inner skeleton which would confer on it a 
minimal stability and firmness: deprived of its shell, the body is an 
almost formless spongy entity. It is as if, in these cases, the funda- 
mental vulnerability, the need for a safe haven of a home specific to 
humans, is projected back into nature, into the animal kingdom — in 
other words, it is as if these animals are in fact humans who carry 
their houses around with them. ... Is not this squashy body the 
perfect figure of the Real? The shell without the living body within 
would be like the famous vase evoked by Heidegger: the symbolic 
frame which delineates the contours of the Real Thing, the Void at 
its core — the uncanny thing is that there is none the less “something 
rather than nothing” inside the shell — although this is not an 
adequate something but always a defective, vulnerable, ridiculously 
inadequate body, the remainder of the lost Thing. So the Real is 
not the pre-reflexive reality of our immediate immersion into our 
life-world but, precisely, that which gets lost, that which the subject 
has to renounce, in order to become immersed into its life-world — 
and, consequently, that which then returns in the guise of spectral 
apparitions. 

And it is because The Sublime Object misses this ridiculous inad- 
equacy of the object that it remains caught in the ethics of pure 
desire personified in the figure of Antigone voluntarily accepting her 
death: at this moment, when she throws herself towards the Thing, 
getting burnt by its rays, we witness the suicidal éclat of her sublime 
beauty in the proximity of the lethal Thing. That is the ultimate 
fascinating gesture of femininity which is also clearly discernible in 
Sylvia Plath’s last poems — the gesture of taking flight like a reborn 
Phoenix, leaving all the inert load of the social substance behind. 
Jacqueline Rose was fully justified in drawing attention to how both 
Ted Hughes and his feminist opponents, who condemn him as 
Sylvia’s murderer, share this same vision of Plath’s last poems: 


What the two have in common is an image of transcendence — poetic, 
psychological, political — in which Plath finally takes off from, burns 
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herself out of, whatever it was (false self for Hughes, Hughes himself for 
feminism) that had her in its thrall. This self enters into no dialogue 
(with others, with other poems) — it simultaneously sheds all others, as 
well as any otherness in its relations to itself; it sheds the trappings of 
language and the world? 


This fierce virgin, miraculously delivered of the inertia of caged 
existence, finding her ultimate fulfilment in death — this is phallus as 
the signifier of desire; this is what Lacan means when he claims that 
in contrast to men, who have phallus, women are phallus.? No 
wonder Ted Hughes ~ a “phallogocentrist” if ever there was one — 
praised Plath’s suicidal breakthrough: in this gesture of breaking out 
(of the patriarchal symbolic order), the phallus appears in the guise of 
its opposite: of the Woman whose fantasmatic figure combines three 
incompatible features — a pure virgin, a mother, and a ferocious 
man-eating murderess. In this precise sense, the underlying ethical 
position of The Sublime Object, in its very focus on the figure of 
Antigone, remains “phallogocentric”. 

This philosophical weakness is closely linked to the remainders of 
the liberal-democratic political stance: The Sublime Object oscillates 
between Marxism proper and praise of “pure” democracy, including 
a critique of “totalitarianism” along the lines of Claude Lefort. It 
took me years of hard work to identify and liquidate these dangerous 
residues of bourgeois ideology clearly at three interconnected levels: 
the clarification of my Lacanian reading of Hegel; the elaboration of 
the concept of act; and a palpable critical distance towards the very 
notion of democracy. 


From the Logic of the Signifier . . . 


The basic insight elaborated in the first half of For they know not what 
they do is that Hegelian dialectics and the Lacanian “logic of the 
signifier” are two versions of the same matrix. Is this insight still 
relevant today, in the digital age? 

In How We Became Posthuman,'® N. Katherine Hayles endeavours 
to demonstrate how the Saussurean—Lacanian notion of signifier 
based on the opposition presence/absence no longer fully holds in 
the digital universe, where we are dealing with “flickering signifiers” 
~ signifiers which lack the substantial presence of a written sign, 
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since they exist only in the state of constantly flashing on the screen, 
being literally re-created at each moment: “a constantly refreshed 
image rather than a durable inscription”.’' Such signifiers function 
in a way that eludes Saussurean logic: they are neither present nor 
absent, but flicker on the screen in a virtual state, susceptible to 
operations which can instantly change their status (a simple click of 
the mouse can delete them, rearrange their order . . .). The organiz- 
ing principle here is no longer presence/absence, but pattern/ 
randomness — that is, the recognition of some permanent pattern in 
the continuity of random change. Consequently, the “negative” 
experience that grounds the symbolic order also changes: no longer 
“symbolic castration”, the introduction of the Absence which opens 
up the space for the interplay of presences and absences, but 
mutation: “a rupture of pattern so extreme that the expectation of 
continuous replication can no longer be sustained”’.!? 

This version of the “semiotic square” (presence — absence; ran- 
domness — pattern) gives rise, however, to a series of questions. The 
Saussurean presence/absence (differentiality) is precisely not the same 
as material (bodily) presence/absence, as Hayles seems to imply; so 
when she opposes the “materially resistant text” to virtual electronic 
images, she overlooks the way the order of the signifier is always 
minimally ideal — that is to say, how the very texture of presences/ 
absences is also a “pattern” of differential relations that can be 
materialized in different mediums. How, then, is this pattern different 
from Hayles’s notion of pattern? In its thorough differentiality: a 
signifier is nothing but the bundle of its differences from other 
signifiers. When, on the contrary, we directly identify/recognize a 
pattern, there is no differentiality at work — this is why, in Lacanian 
terms, the opposition pattern/randomness, far from coming after the 
absence/presence of the signifier, is precisely what defines the 
imaginary order: is not the whole point of Gestalt theory the way a 
subject is able to recognize the occurrence of the same pattern in 
the multiplicity of shifting processes? 

When Claude Lévi-Strauss interprets mana as the signifier which, 
without any determinate meaning, stands for the mere presence of 
meaning as opposed to its absence, a question immediately crops up: 
Why is this signifier necessary? Why does there have to be, over and 
above “ordinary” signifiers which signify something, a signifier 
which reflexively signifies meaning as such? In his famous intro- 
duction to the work of Marcel Mauss,'* Lévi-Strauss suggests two 
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incompatible versions. The first version takes as a starting point the 
ideal of a full symmetrical overlap between the symbolic order and 
the infinite wealth of the objects in the world: every human language 
is a closed totality; it is possible to say everything and anything in it; 
at the same time, however, the actual network of signifiers is always 
finite and, as such, inadequate; it falls short of the complexity of its 
object (the universe); for this reason, if a language nevertheless “says 
all”, it has to contain a signifier which fills this gap between the 
(finite) symbolic structure and the (infinite) reality which this order 
has to signify, by signifying all future meanings which are waiting to 
be discovered. 

The necessity of this signifier is therefore strictly empirical:. it is 
merely the index of the empirical limitation of every human 
language and, as such, it would become superfluous in the case of a 
full overlap between the symbolic structure and reality. All the 
second version does is simply to change the status of this signifier 
from empirical to transcendental: what appears to be the empirical 
limitation of every human language is the very positive condition of 
its signifying capacity. Meaning as such is reflexive: it is not only that 
signifiers are differential in the simple sense that every meaning 
emerges Only in contrast or in relationship to other meanings (male 
is non-female, old is non-young. . .); differentiality signals some- 
thing much stronger. 

In order for any given signifier to function as a purely differential 
entity, to “be” nothing but a bundle of differential features which 
distinguish it from other signifiers, there has to be another “pure” 
signifier which stands for difference as such; or: in order for any 
given signifier to mean something, there has to be another signifier 
which reflexively signifies simply the fact of meaning as such. So the 
ultimate difference is not between (the opposed meaning of) two 
signifiers, but between the signifier which means something (deter- 
minate) and the “empty” signifier which means meaning as such. 

In other words, what makes differentiality (what Hayles calls the 
“dialectic of presence and absence”) irreducible to the logic of patterns 
and randomness is its inherent, constitutive reflexivity — Hayles uses 
this term a lot, but forgets to apply it to the (Saussurean—Lacanian) 
signifier. It is not only that every symbolic system is a system of 
differences with no positive substantial support; it is crucial to add 
that the very difference between the (self-enclosed) symbolic system and its 
outside must itself be inscribed within the system, in the guise of a paradoxical 
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supplementary signifier which, within the system, functions as a stand-in for 
what the system excludes: for what eludes the system’s grasp.\4 

This signifier — Lacan calls it the “empty signifier” — is the signifier 
of symbolic castration: a signifier whose very presence marks the 
constitutive absence of the feature in question. As a result, when 
Hayles describes Lacanian “symbolic castration” as the experience of 
the “doubly reinforced absence . . . at the core of signification — the 
absence of signifieds as things-in-themselves as well as the absence of 
stable correspondences between signifiers”,!5 she misses its key 
feature: the reflexive zero-signifier which is necessary if a system is 
to function as a symbolic one.’* It is only within this reflexive order 
that the logic of “sincere lies”, so precisely expressed by Shakespeare 
in his Sonnet 138, can function: 


When my love swears that she is made of truth, 
I do believe her, though I know she lies, 


Therefore I lie with her and she with me, 
And in our faults by lies we flatter’d be.'” 


When lovers say flattering things to each other, they mean it 
sincerely, although they literally lie (and know it): the very fact of 
lying is the ultimate proof of sincere love, since its message is: “I 
love you not for your qualities, but for yourself.” 

Thus differentiality inverts the common perception of presence 
and absence: it is not absence which is derivative of presence, but 
the other way round. Nowhere is this clearer than in the case of 
sexual difference, which turns around the presence/absence of phal- 
lus. According to the standard reading, woman is a man minus 
phallus: woman is not completely human; she lacks something 
(phallus) with regard to man as a complete human being. In the 
differential reading, however, absence precedes presence — that is, 
man is woman with phallus: the phallus is an imposture, a lure 
which covers up a preceding unbearable Void.'* Jacques-Alain Miller 
has drawn attention to the special relationship between feminine 
subjectivity and the notion of void: 


we call women those subjects who entertain an essential relationship with 
nothingness. I use this expression with prudence, since every subject, as 
it is defined by Lacan, is related to a nothingness; however, in a certain 
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way, those subjects who are women entertain with nothingness a 
relationship which is more essential, closer.'? 


Why not draw from this the conclusion that, ultimately, subjectivity 
as such (in the precise Lacanian sense of 8, of the void of the “barred 
subject”) is feminine? This accounts for the special relationship 
between woman and semblance (“femininity as masquerade”): sem- 
blance is an appearance which conceals a void, a nothingness — that 
is to say, in Hegelese, the fact that there is nothing to conceal, . . .2° 

So what is differentiality? In ex-Yugoslavia, jokes circulated about 

all the ethnic groups, each of which was stigmatized through a 
certain feature — the Montenegrins, for example, were supposed to 
be extremely lazy. Here, then, is one of these riddle-jokes: “Why 
does a Montenegrin put two glasses, a full one and an empty one, 
by his bedside in the evening?” “Because he is too lazy to decide if 
he will be thirsty or not during the night.” This is differentiality: the 
negative side also has to be inscribed in the guise of the empty glass 
— it is not enough, if one is not thirsty, simply not to use the full 
glass. 

Take a delicate intersubjective situation which is structured in a 
similar way: often, in the life of a couple, there is a phase where one 
partner simply does things about which there is a tacit agreement 
that she or he will not talk with the other partner. Say she or he 
meets other people and has affairs with them, and the partner simply 
accepts that there is a domain that is out of his or her reach — that 
he or she is not entitled to know everything about his or her partner. 
Things are very different, however, if the partner who is having 
secret adventures simply does not talk about them, or if she or he 
states explicitly that she or he will not talk about them (“You know, 
I think I have the right not to tell you about all my relationships, 
there is a part of my life which is nothing to do with you!”). In this 
case, when the silent pact becomes explicit, this statement itself 
cannot but deliver an additional aggressive message — the partner 
who had been tolerating these escapades has the night to ask: “We 
both knew where we stood, so why are you telling me this?” ~ The 
act of telling is not neutral. 

One vicious characterization of Yassir Arafat is that he is “a man 
who never misses the opportunity to miss an opportunity” ~ a 
statement which, precisely, one should not confuse with the state-~ 
ment that Arafat always misses an opportunity: the second version 
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asserts simple universality, while the first introduces a properly 
dialectical self-relating. In other words, in the second version he 
simply misses opportunities, while in the first he has a special positive 
capacity to miss opportunities. The closest American equivalent to 
this self-relating negativity would be the venerable tradition of Dan 
Quayle and George W. Bush slips-of-the-tongue. Quayle especially 


often produced slips in which a conceptual opposition was raised to 


the level of dialectical self-relationship; remember how he posited 
the very opposition between irreversibility and reversibility as revers- 
ible: “I believe we are on an irreversible trend towards more freedom 
and democracy — but that could change.” So it is not simply that 
things are either reversible or irreversible: a situation which appears 
irreversible could change into a reversible one. Here is an even nicer 
example of this reflexivity: “The future will be better tomorrow.” 
The point is not simply that Quayle made a mistake, intending to 
claim that tomorrow things will be better: in the near future 
(tomorrow), the future itself will look brighter.... Did not Bush 
reproduce exactly the same structure in his statement: “One of the 
common denominators I have found is that expectations rise above 
that which is expected”? 

Within this horizon, The Sublime Object fails to formulate clearly 
the inherent structure of the Hegelian dialectical process. This failure 
is evident in my reading of the Hegelian “negation of negation”, 
which oscillates between two mutually exclusive accounts: either 
there is a “happy ending” to the deadlock, but with the shift to 
another subject who, in a kind of transubstantiation, takes over; or 
the final twist resolves the previous deadlock by adding insult to 
injury: by introducing an even greater catastrophe which renders the 
previous one meaningless. 

A medical joke with two different endings makes this point 
perfectly: a doctor says to a patient who is anxious to hear the results 
of an examination: “There’s good news and bad news. Which do 
you want to hear first?” “First the bad, then the good.” “OK. The 
bad news: you have terminal cancer, and you'll die in great pain in 
two to three weeks.” “My God, if this is the bad news, what’s the 
good news?” Version 1: “Did you see the gorgeous nurse in my 
reception room? I’ve been trying to get her into bed for months. 
Yesterday evening I finally succeeded, and we fucked like crazy all 
night!” Version 2: “You also have acute Alzheimer’s disease, so by 
the time you get home you will! have forgotten the bad news!”?! 
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Perhaps the best way to capture the uniqueness of Hegel is the 
following procedure: as many commentators have pointed out, 
Hegel, in his criticism of Kant, often misses the point, simplifying 
Kant, reducing him to a commonplace distinction. While accepting 
this insight, we should immediately specify which, exactly, is the 
dimension of Kant missed by Hegel. This dimension is the dimen- 
sion of that which is “in Kant more than Kant”, that is to say, more 
than the common perception of Kant. Once we have done this, all 
that remains is to accomplish the standard Hegelian reflexive move: 
it is this very surplus of/in Kant that eludes Hegel which is the core 
of the unique Hegelian operation. That is to say: the Hegelian 
premiss is that the Kantian edifice is in itself inconsistent: Kant 
himself oscillated between what he actually produced, his true 
breakthrough, and the reinscription of this breakthrough into the 
standard philosophical conceptual field. 

Let us take the most obvious case: the formal-tautological-empty 
nature of the categorical imperative: Hegel’s criticism is that Kant’s 
categorical imperative, because of its formal character, cannot gen- 
erate any determinate content — it can justify everything and/or 
nothing as an ethical act. It is easy to demonstrate not only that Kant 
is well aware of the formal character of the imperative, but also that 
this formal character is the central part of his argument: Kant does 
not strive to show how we can derive our determinate moral duties 
directly from the categorical imperative; his point, rather, is that the 
formal emptiness of the categorical imperative confronts us with the 
abyss of our freedom — this emptiness means that the free subject is 
fully responsible not only for doing his duty, but also for establishing 
what this duty is. 

It is no less easy to demonstrate, however, that Kant was not fully 
aware of this aspect of freedom: often, he describes the categorical 
imperative as a kind of machine which tells us what our duty is 
(when a maxim which we follow in our activity survives the test of 
the categorical imperative, it designates our duty). Furthermore, it is 
also clear that this ambiguity, this conflation of the two levels, is 
structurally necessary: it was not possible for Kant to get rid of this 
ambiguity, since had he done so, he would no longer be Kant, but 
— who? Hegel, precisely. So what does Hegel know here that Kant 
doesn’t know? It is not simply that Hegel knows what Kant “really 
wanted to say”, in contrast to Kant’s self-deception; rather, it is that 
Hegel also knows how this Kantian self-deception is necessary: the 
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“true” position could have been articulated only through (in the 
guise of) the illusory one. Hegel’s true place is thus, paradoxically, 
the very distance between the two Kants — between Kant’s “true” 
position and its necessary misperception. 

Let us take the basic Kantian theme of the finitude of our 
knowledge — the impossibility of attaining the noumenal Thing-in- 
itself. Kant’s central notion of transcendental schematism is directed 
against the metaphysical pretence of deducing being from notion: all 
our universal notions can yield knowledge only when they are 
applied to our sensible experience, to the objects given to us through 
our senses — thus these notions have to be “schematized”, provided 
with a procedure for applying them to our experience. Our knowl- 
edge is not a direct insight by our mind into the eternal Truth (the 
Ancient Greek theoria) but the outcome of our mind grappling with 
the data provided by our senses: our knowledge is literally a 
Be-greifen (‘seizing’) as synthetic production, the outcome of our 
mind’s active manipulation of the sensual data we passively receive. 
For this reason, our knowledge is limited to the phenomenal reality 
accessible to us as finite beings. 

The key question here is: does this argumentation also hold for 
Hegelian “absolute knowledge’? Is Hegelian “absolute knowledge” 
the kind of direct insight into the Absolute prohibited by Kant? The 
answer is no: Hegel goes beyond Kant within Kant’s horizon of 
knowledge as active “grasping” — that is to say, Hegel’s “absolute 
knowledge” is not that of the “intellectual intuition” prohibited by 
Kant, but the self-relating infinity of the circle of subjective grasping 
itself. That is to say: from Hegel’s perspective, it is Kant who did 
not go far enough in his transcendental turn, and conceded too 
much to “pre-critical” metaphysics: instead of totally abandoning 
the metaphysical notion of Absolute Knowledge, of a direct insight 
into the eternal Truth, he simply transposed this notion into the inaccess- 

ible Othemess of the Divine Mind. The Hegelian “true Infinite”, 
in contrast, is what emerges when we think the Kantian finite of 
the transcendental constitution and the subject’s autonomous/ 
spontaneous productivity, without presupposing this displaced meta- 
physical Infinite. 
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. -. to Hegelian Dialectics 


Is Hegel’s dialectics not, in this precise sense, the definitive formu- 
lation of the thought of the Twosome? Its ultimate insight is neither 
the all-encompassing One which contains/mediates/sublates all dif- 
ferences, nor the explosion of multitudes (which — and this is the 
lesson of Deleuze’s philosophy — ultimately amounts to the same: as 
Alain Badiou pointed out, Deleuze the philosopher of the multitude 
is at the same time the last great philosopher of the One”), but the 
split of the One into Two. This split has nothing whatsoever to do 
with the premodern notion that, at all levels of reality, an ontological 
Whole is always composed of two opposed forces or principles 
which have to be kept in balance (from Yin and Yang to social 
freedom and necessity), The Hegelian Twosome, rather, designates 
a split which cleaves the One from within, not into two parts: the 
ultimate split is not between two halves, but between Something 
and Nothing, between the One and the Void of its Place. In this 
split, the opposition of two species coincides with the opposition 
between the genus itself and its species: it is the same element which 
encounters itself in its “oppositional determination” — or, in other 
words, the opposition between the One and its Outside is reflected 
back into the very identity of the One. 

In so far as the Lacanian logic of the signifier is closely related to 
the Hegelian dialectics, we can also put it in Lacanian terms: this 
minimal gap is the “almost nothing” between an element and its 
place (or the stand-in for this place) — between S, and S,, between 
Being and Nothing, between the “ordinary” and the “empty” 
signifier. The Hegelian Twosome is not the Two in the sense of 

one next to (another) one” but, rather, the Two as a mere 
anamorphic shift of perspective: for example, at the very beginning 
of Hegel's logic, Being and Nothingness are not two separate 
ontological entities — Nothingness is being itself viewed from a 
different perspective.23 Soon afterwards, Hegel makes the same point 
apropos of Democritos’ atomism: atoms and void are not (as Demo- 
critos himself seemed to think) two separate entities in the sense of 
atoms and the void (the empty space) between them, separating 
them, the void is, rather, the very kernel of the self-identity of every 
atom, what makes it “One”. This gap is what sets in motion the 
dialectical movement proper: the fact that the One, taken “‘as such”, 
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in itself, is not (no longer) the One, but tums into its opposite. This 
is the answer to a stupid criticism of Hegel: why does the dialectical 
movement progress at all? Why does it not simply remain stuck at a 
certain point? The naive answer is: it tries desperately to remain 
stuck, and this very endeavour turns it into its opposite. 

And it is in this gap that the Real emerges: the Real is the “almost 
nothing” which sustains the gap that separates a thing from itself. 
The dimension we are trying to discern can best be formulated with 
regard to the thorough ambiguity of the relationship between reality 
and the Real. The standard “Lacanian” notion is that of reality as a 
grimace of the Real: the Real is the unattainable traumatic kernel- 
Void, the blinding Sun into which it is impossible to look face to 
face, perceptible only if we look at it awry, from the side, from a 
distorted perspective — if we look at it directly, we get “burnt by the 
sun”.... The Real is thus structured/distorted into the “grimace” 
we call reality through the pacifying symbolic network — rather like 
the Kantian Ding-an-sich structured into what we experience as 
objective reality through the transcendental network. 

If, however, we take on board all the consequences of the 
Lacanian notion of the Real, we are compelled to invert the formula 
quoted above: the Real itself is nothing but a grimace of reality: something 
which is nothing but a distorted perspective on reality, something 
which only shines through such a distortion, since it is “in itself” 
completely without substance. This Real is a stain in what we 
perceive “face to face”, like the Devil’s face appearing amid tornado 
clouds in the News of the World cover photo; the obstacle (the 
proverbial “bone in the throat”) which forever distorts our percep- 
tion of reality, producing anamorphic stains in it. The Real is the 
appearance as appearance; it not only appears within appearances, it 
is also nothing but its own appearance — it is simply a certain grimace 
of reality, a certain imperceptible, unfathomable, ultimately illusory 
feature that accounts for the absolute difference within identity. This 
Real is not the inaccessible Beyond of phenomena, simply their 
doubling, the gap between two inconsistent phenomena, a perspec- 
tive shift. This, then, is how we should answer the “obvious” 
theological counter-argument (or, more simply, reading) of Lacan: 
the Real does stand for the intervention of another dimension into 
the order of our reality — and why should this other dimension not 
be the Divine Thing? From the materialist standpoint, the Thing is 

a spectre which emerges in the interstices of reality, in so far as reality 
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is never homogeneous/consistent, but always afflicted by the cut of 
self-doubling. 

Most of Rachel Whiteread’s sculptural work consists of variations 
on one and the same theme: that of directly giving body to the Void 
of the Thing. When, taking a created object (a cupboard, a room, a 
house . . .), she first fills in the empty space, the void in the middle, 
and then removes that which encircled and thus delineated this 
central void, what we get is a massive object which directly gives 
body to the void itself. The standard relationship between the void 
and the crust/armour/shell which created this void is thus inverted: 
instead of the vase embodying the central void, this void itself is 
directly materialized. The uncanny effect of these objects derives 
from the way in which they tangibly demonstrate the ontological 
incompleteness of reality: such objects, by definition, stick out; they 
are ontologically superfluous, not on the same level of reality as 
“normal” objects. 

This doubling is never symmetrical. In a famous psychological 
experiment, two psychiatrists were engaged in a conversation after 
each of them had been told that the other was not really a psychiatrist 
but a dangerous lunatic living under the delusion that he was a 
psychiatrist; afterwards, each of them was asked to write a pro- 
fessional report on his partner ~— and each of them did so, describing 
the other’s dangerous symptoms in detail. . . . Does this experiment 
not exemplify Escher’s famous picture of the two hands drawing 
each other? We should none the less insist that, as with Escher’s 
drawing, perfect symmetry is an illusion which “cannot happen in 
reality” — two people cannot both be just an entity in one another’s 
dream. The asymmetry at work here is clearly discernible in another 
similar case, that of the relationship between God and man in the 
tradition of German mysticism (Meister Eckhart): man is created by 
(born of) God, yet God is bom in man — that is to say, man gives 
birth to what created him. The relationship here is not symmetrical, 
but — to put it in Hegelese — one of “positing the presuppositions”: 
God is, of course, the impenetrable/abyssal Ground out of which 
man emerges; however, it is only through man that God Himself 
actualised Himself, that he “becomes what He always-already was”. 

What was, before the creation of man, an impersonal substantial 
force becomes, through man, the Divine Person. 

Perhaps the ultimate difference between idealism and materialism 
is the difference between these two forms of the Real: religion is the 
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Real as the impossible Thing beyond phenomena, the Thing which 
“shines through” phenomena in sublime experiences; atheism is the 
Real as the grimace of reality — as just the Gap, the inconsistency, of 
reality. This is why the standard religious riposte to atheists (“But 
you can’t really understand what it is to believe!”) has to be turned 
around: our “natural” state is to believe, and the truly difficult thing 
to grasp is the atheist’s position. Here we should move against the 
Derridean/Levinasian assertion that the kernel of religion is belief in 
the impossible Real of a spectral Otherness which can leave its traces 
in our reality — the belief that this reality of ours is not the Ultimate 
Reality.2* Atheism is not the position of believing only in positive 
(ontologically fully constituted, sutured, closed) reality; the most 
succinct definition of atheism is precisely “religion without 
religion”?5 — the assertion of the void of the Real deprived of any 
positive content, prior to any content; the assertion that any content 
is a semblance which fills in the void. “Religion without religion” is 
the place of religion deprived of its content, like Mallarme’s “rien 
n’aura eu lieu que le lieu” — this is atheism’s true formula: “nothing 
will have taken place but the place itself”. 

Although this may sound similar to Derridean/Levinasian “Mes- 
sianic Otherness”, it is its exact opposite: it is not “the inner messianic 
Truth of religion minus religion’s external institutional apparatuses” 
but, rather, the form of religion deprived of its content, in contrast 
to the Derridean/Levinasian reference to a spectral Otherness, which 
offers not the Form, but the empty Content of religion. Not only 
do both religion and atheism insist on the Void, on the fact that our 
reality is not ultimate and closed — the experience of this Void is the 
original materialist experience, and religion, unable to endure it, fills 
it in with religious content. 

And is not this shift also the shift from Kant to Hegel? From 
tension between phenomena and Thing to an inconsistency/gap 
between phenomena themselves? The standard notion of reality is 
that of a hard kernel which resists the conceptual grasp; what Hegel 
does is simply to take this notion of reality more literally: non- 
conceptual reality is something which emerges when notional self- 
development gets caught in an inconsistency, and becomes 
non-transparent to itself. In short, the limit is transposed from 
exterior to interior: there is Reality because, and in so far as, the 
Notion is inconsistent, does not coincide with itself... In short, 
the multiple perspectival inconsistencies between phenomena are 
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not an effect of the impact of the transcendent Thing — on the 
contrary, the Thing is nothing but the ontologization of the incon- 
sistency between phenomena. 

The logic of this reversal is ultimately the same as the passage 
from the special to the general theory of relativity in Einstein. While 
the special theory already introduces the notion of curved space, it 
conceives of this curvature as the effect of matter: it is the presence 
of matter which curves space — that is, only an empty space would 
have been non-curved. With the passage to the general theory, the 
causality is reversed: far from causing the curvature of space, matter 
is its effect. In the same way, the Lacanian Real — the Thing —~ is not 
so much the inert presence which “curves” the symbolic space 
(introducing gaps and inconsistencies) but, rather, the effect of these 
gaps and inconsistencies. 

There are two fundamentally different ways for us to relate to the 
Void, best captured by the paradox of Achilles and the tortoise: 
while Achilles can easily overtake the tortoise, he can never reach 
her. Our attitude towards the Void is thus thoroughly ambiguous, 
marked by simultaneous attraction and repulsion. We can posit the 
Void as the impossible—-real Limit of the human experience which 
we can approach only indefinitely, the absolute Thing towards 
which we have to maintain a proper distance — if we get too close 
to it, we are burnt by the sun.... Or we posit it as that through 
which we should (and, in a way, even always-already have) pass(ed) 
— that is the gist of the Hegelian notion of “tarrying with the 
negative”, which Lacan expressed in his own notion of the deep 
connection between death-drive and creative sublimation: in order 
for (symbolic) creation to take place, the death-drive (Hegelian self- 
relating absolute negativity) has to accomplish its work of, precisely, 
emptying the place, and thus making it ready for creation. Instead of 
the old notion of phenomenal objects disappearing/dissolving in the 
vortex of the Thing, we get objects which are nothing but the Void 
of the Thing embodied — or, in Hegelese, objects in which negativity 
assumes a positive existence. 

In religious terms, this passage from the Impossible—Real One 
(Thing), refracted/reflected in the multitude of its appearances, to 
the Twosome is the very passage from Judaism to Christianity: the 
Jewish God is the Real Thing of Beyond, while the divine dimen- 
sion of Christ is just a tiny grimace, an imperceptible shade, which 
differentiates him from other (ordinary) humans. Christ is not 
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“sublime” in the sense of an “object elevated to the dignity of a 
Thing”, he is not a stand-in for the impossible Thing-God; rather, 
he is “the Thing itself’ — or, more accurately, “the Thing itself” is 
nothing but the rupture/gap which makes Christ not fully human, 
Christ is thus what Nietzsche, the ultimate and self-professed anti- 
Christ, called “Midday”: the thin wedge between Before and After, 
the Old and the New, thte Real and the Symbolic: between God-— 
Father-Thing and the community of the Spirit.? As such, he is both 
at the same time: the extreme point of the Old (the culmination of 
the logic of sacrifice, himself standing for the supreme sacrifice, for 
the self-relating exchange in which we no longer pay God, but God 
pays himself for us, and thus involves us in indefinite debt) and its 
passing (the shift of perspective) into the New. Just a tiny nuance, 
an almost imperceptible shift in perspective, distinguishes Christ’s 
sacrifice from the atheist assertion of life which needs no sacrifice. 
In postmodern “self-reflexive” art, this dialectical self-relationship 
culminates in the uncanny phenomenon of interpassivity, discernible 
in those cases where the artist inscribes into the product not only 
the traces of its production process (the standard avant-garde pro- 
cedure) but the anticipated reactions of the passive observer — this 
high-art counterpart to the mass-culture phenomenon of canned 
laughter resorts to the same procedure as the vulgar joke-teller who 
laughs noisily at his own joke. The artist is thus active in response to 
the anticipated passive position which is truly his.?”? Apropos of 
Hitchcock, Deleuze remarked that the specificity of his films does 
not lie only in the fact that the spectator himself is treated as an 
agent/actor (he is not merely observing the story, but caught up in 
it, involved, manipulated by it), but also — and perhaps even more — 
in the opposite procedure of treating the actor/agent as a baffled 
observer of the situation in which he is involved — this is what 
makes Hitchcock a postmodern director avant la lettre.*8 
This uncanny notion of interpassivity can also be clarified by a 
reference to the opposition of desire and drive.”’ In the standard 
Lacanian doxa, desire is linked to active subjectivity, while drive 
involves “subjective destitution” — that is, the subject’s identification 
with the objet petit a. What, however, if it is drive as interpassive 
which confronts us with the most radical dimension of subjectivity? 
Desire is fundamentally “interactive”: desire is the desire of the 
other; I desire through another; I am active through another — that 
is to say, I can remain passive while my true place is outside, in the 
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other who desires for me. Drive, on the other hand, is fundamentally 

interpassive” — to make this point clear, we should focus on the 
claim, repeatedly made by Lacan in The Four Fundamental Concepts 
that the elementary structure of drive is that of “se faire... (voir, 
parler. . .)”: of “making oneself (seen, spoken . . .)”.>° Scopic dave 
(as opposed to “desire to see” the elusive stain of the Real in the 
Other) is making oneself visible to the Other’s gaze, which functions 
here as objet petit a, best exemplified by the dead man’s empty eye- 


sockets: “The faces of the dead have but a gaze, and no more 


eyes,”9) So, within the economy of drive, I, the subject, am active 
in so far as I externalize, posit outside myself, the gaze qua abject 
the impenetrable stain for which I am active and which designates my 
effective place — I “‘am really” that impassive stain, the point of the 
gaze which I never see, but for which I nevertheless “make myself 
seen” by means of what I am doing.?? 

The Main point not to be missed here is the mediation of subject 
and object: the grimace, the anamorphic stain of the Real in reality, 
is not simply out there in reality ~ it does not exist “objectively”, since 
it is the inscription of the gaze itself into observed reality. The inconsistency 
of the field of (perceived) reality, the gap between reality and the 
Real, occurs in so far as reality is already “subjectively constituted”. 
About a third of the way through Hitchcock’s Shadow of a Doubt, 
there is a brief passage which bears full witness to his genius: the 
young FBI detective investigating Uncle Charlie takes his young 
niece Charlie out for a date; we see them in a couple of shots 
walking along the streets, laughing and talking vivaciously — then, 
unexpectedly, we get a fast fade-out into the American shot of 
Charlie in a state of shock, gaping with a transfixed gaze at the 
detective offscreen, blurting out nervously: “I know what you really 
are! You're a detective!” ... Of course, we expect the detective to 
use the opportunity to acquaint Charlie with Uncle Charlie’s dark 
side; what we expect, however, is a gradual process: the detective 
should first break into her cheerful mood and address the serious 
issue, thus provoking Charlie's outburst when she realizes how she 
is being manipulated (the detective asked her out for a date not 
because he likes her, but as part of his professional work). Instead of 
this gradual process, we are directly confronted with the traumatized 
Charlie. (You could argue that Charlie’s shocked gaze is not a 
reaction to the detective’s words: what happens is that, in the midst 
of their frivolous conversation, she realizes all of a sudden that 
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something other than flirting is going on. Even in this case, however, 
the standard to film the scene would have been to show the couple 
talking pleasantly; then, all of a sudden, Charlie would be struck by 
the fateful insight. The key Hitchcockian effect would therefore be 
missing: the direct jump to the shocked gaze.) It is only after this 
shocking discontinuity that the detective voices his suspicions about 
Uncle Charlie’s murderous past. To put it in temporal terms: it is as 
if, in this scene, the effect precedes its cause ~ that is, we are first shown 
the effect (the traumatized gaze) and then given the context that is 
responsible for this traumatic impact — or are we? Is the relationship 
between cause and effect really inverted here? What if the gaze here 
is not merely recipient of the event? What if it somehow mysteri- 
ously generates the perceived incident? What if the conversation 
which follows is ultimately an attempt to symbolize/domesticate this 
traumatic incident??? 

Such a cut in the continuous texture of reality, such a momentous 
inversion of the proper temporal order, indicates the intervention of 
the Real: if the scene had been shot in linear order (first the cause, 
then the effect), the texture of reality would have been left undam- 
aged. That is to say, the Real is discernible in the gap between the 
true cause of the terrified gaze and what we are later shown to be its 
cause: the true cause of the terrified gaze is not what we are shown 
or told afterwards, but the fantasized traumatic excess “projected” by the 
gaze into perceived reality. The ultimate “truth” of this scene from 
Shadow of a Doubt (this power of the gaze retroactively to posit its 
own cause) finds its ultimate cinematic expression in a series of 
outstanding recent Hollywood films which form a trilogy on the 
theme of “the man who wasn’t there”: David Fincher’s Fight Club, 
Bryan Singer’s The Usual Suspects, and M. Night Syamalan’s The 
Sixth Sense.>4 

What we discover at the end of The Sixth Sense, the story of a 
psychiatrist (Bruce Willis) who encounters a young boy with super- 
natural capacities (of materializing visions of dead people, who walk 
around seen only by him, and unaware that they are dead), is that, 
without knowing it, the psychiatrist himself was already dead all the 
time, just another ghost evoked by the boy. So we have here the 
verbatim realization of the scene from the Freudian dream in which 
the father who appears to his son doesn’t know that he is dead, and has 

to be reminded of it. The shock of this dénouement is that it turns 
around the standard discovery that I am alone, that all the people 
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around me are dead or puppets or aliens, that they do not exist in 
the proper human sense: what I discover is that I myself (i.e. the 
film’s narrator through whom I see the film, my stand-in in the 
film) do not exist. The twist here is properly anti-Cartesian: it is not 
the world around me which is a fiction, it is I myself who am a 
fiction, 

We can now see how these films form a trilogy: in Fight Club, the 
narrator from whose point of view we perceive the film (Edward 
Norton) is himself duped (he himself doesn’t know until the end 
that his partner, with whom he is engaged in a loving sadomasochis- 
tic relationship of mutual beating, doesn’t exist; that he is merely his 
own hallucination); in The Usual Suspects, the narrator of the 
flashback which comprises most of the film (Kevin Spacey) is 
manipulating the police interrogator and ourselves, the spectators, in 
his retelling of the story of the mysterious Keyser Soze (who either 
doesn’t exist or is the Spacey character himself), inventing details 
along the way; at the end of The Sixth Sense, the narrator discovers 
that he himself doesn’t really exist for others, that he himself is “the 
man who isn’t there” in our ordinary reality. 

Does this trilogy form a closed system, then, or is it possible to 
construct a fourth term in this series of variations? Perhaps we should 
risk the hypothesis that the missing fourth term is provided by a 
European film, Krzysztof Kieslowski’s Red, apropos of whose central 
character (the Judge) Kieslowski himself remarked that it is not 
certain whether he exists at all, or whether he is simply a product of 
Valentine’s imagination, her fantasy (the mythical figure who secretly 
“pulls the strings of fate”). With the exception of two scenes, we 
never see him with anyone except Valentine: 


Does the Judge even exist? To be honest, the only proof ... is the 
tribunal, the sole place where we see him with other people. Otherwise 
he could be merely a ghost, or better yet, a possibility — the old age that 
awaits Auguste, what might have happened if Auguste had not taken the 
ferry.35 


Therefore, although the Judge in Red is a “real person”, part of the 
film’s diegetic reality, his symbolic-libidinal status is nevertheless that 
of a spectral apparition ~ of someone who exists as Valentine’s 
fantasy creation. This unique procedure is the opposite of the 
standard revelation of the illusory status of (what we previously 
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misperceived as) part of reality: what is thereby asserted is rather, in 
a paradoxical tautological move, the illusory status of the illusion itself . 
the illusion that there is some suprasensible noumenal Entity is 
shown precisely to be an “illusion”, a fleeting apparition. And, again, 
what this means is that we can never comprehend the “whole” of 
the reality we encounter: if we are to be able to endure our 
encounter with reality, some part of it has to be “de-realized”, 
experienced as a spectral apparition. 


The Act 


So, to recapitulate: what is the Hegelian “identity of the opposites”? 
In the conflicting opinions about the royal family which followed 
the death of Princess Diana, some conservative commentators 
emphasized how the essence of royalty lies in its mystical charisma, 
which is why the royal family must not display ordinary human 
emotions — it must remain somehow remote, elevated above ordi- 
nary human concerns, floating gently in the nostalgic dignity of its 
ethereal misty world; if one gets too close to members of this family, 
and focuses on the details of their everyday lives, they become just 
people like any others, and their misty charisma dissipates. . - This 
is true, but what these commentators overlook is the way this very 
remote aloofness, the perception that the royals are “something 
special”, sustains the ever-present need to hear gossip about the spicy 
details of their personal lives. If we learn that our lower-middle-class 
neighbour is a drunk, or that he sucks raw eggs, or that he drinks 
only water, this is not even the common stuff of small talk; if we 
learn this about a member of the royal family, it makes news. 

This dialectical reversal is crucial to our perception of the royals: 
precisely in so far as they are branded with charisma, they are the 
people whose very “ordinariness” makes the stuff of (our) dreams ~ 
they do not have to prove themselves by their creative acts; they are 
a kind of non-alienated species which is of interest to us not because 
of their qualities, but simply because of what they are. For that 
reason, the public demand (created by the media) that the Queen 
should show some public emotion after Diana’s death was not simply 
the demand that even the dignified royals should prove that they are 
warm human beings like the rest of us: the point of this demand 
was, rather, that they should do it for us, as our stand-in; that it is 
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their duty to symbolize and express, via a public act, the grief of us 
all.... The remoteness of their mystical charisma thus involves a 
“speculative identity” with its opposite: with the thirst for as many 
sordid humdrum details of their lives as possible — the lowest yellow- 
press trash secretly sustains its opposite, charismatic dignity. The 
more details of their private life we get to know, the stronger the 
background they provide for the royal charisma, as with a great artist 
or scientist about whom we are delighted to learn that he also has 
some human weakness — far from reducing him to our scale, such 


details render all the more tangible the gap that divides Him from’ 


us, common mortals.2* 

There is in fact a kind of speculative identity of opposites between 
“totalitarian” and “liberal” subjective positions: the two are comple- 
mentary. When Adorno claims, in Minima Moralia, that “to say ‘we’ 
and to mean ‘I’ is one of the persistent diseases”,2” he thereby 
provides a succinct formula of the “totalitarian” position of present- 
ing one’s contingent subjective opinion as the impersonal objective/ 
collective truth — that is, of designating oneself as a direct instrument 
of the big Other (‘historical Necessity”). However, the exact 
opposite — “to say ‘I’ and to mean ‘we’” — also holds: that of 
presenting the impersonal commonplace as your intense personal 
experience. The problem with the liberal notion of “expressing 
one’s true Self” is that it confers the form of the authentic Self on 
what is a mere imitation of public clichés. 

Remember also the unique figure of James Jesus Angleton, the 
ultimate cold warrior:** for two decades — from 1953 to 1973 — he 
was chief of the counter-intelligence section of the CIA, his task 
being to unearth “moles” within it. Angleton, a charismatic, highly 
idiosyncratic figure with a literary education (he was a personal 
friend of T.S. Eliot, and even resembled him physically), was prone 
to paranoia. The premiss behind his work was an absolute belief in 
the so-called “Monster Plot”: a gigantic deception co-ordinated by 
a secret KGB “organization-within-the-organization”, whose aim 
was to penetrate and totally dominate the Western intelligence 
network, and thus bring about the defeat of the West. 

Not only was Angleton convinced that there were innumerable 
“moles” at the very heart of the CIA, not to mention the Westem 
European intelligence establishment (he thought that Henry Kissin- 
ger, Harold Wilson and Olaf Palme, among others, were KGB 
agents); he also dismissed all the signs of disunity in the Socialist 
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“camp” (the autonomous path of Yugoslavia; the split between the 
USSR and China; “Eurocommunism” in the 1970s and early 1980s) 
as an orchestrated deception destined to establish in the West a false 
notion of the East’s weakness. On top of all this — and most 
catastrophically for the Western intelligence community — Angleton 
dismissed practically all KGB defectors offering invaluable infor- 
mation as fake, sometimes even sending them back to the USSR 
(where, of course, they were immediately put on trial and shot, 
since they were in fact true defectors!). 

The ultimate outcome of Angleton’s reign was total stasis — 
crucially, in his time, not a single true “mole” was discovered and 
apprehended. No wonder Clare Petty, one of the top officials in 
Angleton’s section, brought the Angleton paranoia to its logical self- 
negating climax by concluding, after a long and exhaustive investi- 
gation, that Golitsyn (the Russian defector with whom Angleton 
was engaged in a true folie @ deux) was a fake, and Angleton himself 
the big mole who was successfully paralysing anti-Soviet intelligence 
activity. And, in fact, we are tempted to raise a question: what if 
Angleton was a mole justifying his activity by the search for a mole 
(for himself, in the final real-life version of the Big Clock/No Way 
Out plot)? What if the true KGB “Monster Plot” was the very 
project to put the idea of a “Monster Plot” into circulation, and thus 
immobilize the CIA and neutralize future KGB defectors in advance? 
In both cases, the ultimate deception assumed the guise of tnuth itself. 
there was a “Monster Plot” (the very idea of the “Monster Plot”); 
there was a mole in the heart of the CIA (Angleton himself). 

That is the truth of the paranoiac stance: it is itself the threat, the 
destructive plot, against which it is fighting. The neat aspect of this 
solution — and the ultimate condemnation of Angleton’s paranoia — 
is that it doesn’t matter if Angleton was merely sincerely duped by the 
idea of a “Monster Plot”, or if he was in fact the mole: in both 
cases, the result is exactly the same. What, then, constituted the 
deception? Our failure to include in the list of suspects the very idea 
of (globalized) suspicion, that is, to put the very idea of suspicion under 
suspicion — and this “short circuit”, this coincidence of opposites, is 
the point of Hegelian self-relating negativity. 

This logic of self-relating negativity, in which the genus encoun- 
ters itself in one of its own species, also explains why it is so difficult 
to overcome the Original Sin of the capitalist libidinal economy - 
in short, to convert a miser. With other sins of excess, conversion 
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comes relatively easily ~ one simply has to moderate the sin in 
question, transforming it into a virtue, that is, conferring on it the 
form of a virtue (you overcome gluttony by eating moderately, etc.); 
the problem with avarice, however, in contrast to other sins, is that 
it already takes the form of a virtue (does not thrift demand from the 
subject an attitude of renunciation, discipline and hard work?). The 
difference between avarice and (the virtue of) prudence is that, in 
Kantian terms, prudence is good in so far as it remains “pathologi- 
cal”, serving our well-being; while, paradoxically, it turns into a sin 
the moment it is elevated to the properly ethical level, the moment 
it assumes the form of an end-in-itself to be pursued independently 
of all pathological considerations.2? This paradox of elevating a vice 
into a virtue, of conferring on it the form of a virtue, provides 
the elementary formula of capitalism’s incredible self-propelling 
dynamic, in which opposites coincide: not only is the vice of thrift 
(accumulation) the highest virtue; consumption itself is turned into 
the mode of appearance of its opposite, thrift.4° How, then, are we 
to break out of this vicious cycle? There is no return to the previous 
innocence — no easy way out by means of generosity, by returning 
to the premodern potlatch logic @ Ia Bataille, or, on the contrary, by 
returning to some kind of balanced “limited economy”, 

Here, however, Lacan’s statements on psychoanalysis and money, 
and on the anticapitalist nature of psychoanalysis, are to be taken 
seriously.*! Consider Jacques-Alain Miller’s joke about how, in 
psychoanalytic treatment, exploitation works even better than it does 
in capitalism: in capitalism, the capitalist pays the worker who works 
for him, and thus produces profit; while in psychoanalysis, the 
patient pays the analyst in order to be able to work himself. . . . 

In psychoanalysis, therefore, we have an intersubjective money 
relationship in which all parameters of exchange break down. The 
key point is: why does the patient pay the analyst? The standard 
answer (so that the analyst stays outside the libidinal circuit, uninvol- 
ved in the imbroglio of passions) is correct, but insufficient. We 
should definitely exclude “goodness”: if the psychoanalyst is per- 
ceived as good, as doing the patient a favour, everything is bound to 
go wrong. We should, however, tackle a further question: how does 
the patient subjectivize his paying? This is where the logic of exchange 
breaks down: if we remain within the parameters of “tit for tat” (so 
much for an interpretation of a dream, so much for the dissolution 
of a symptom), we get nowhere. “Paying the price for services 
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rendered” contains the analysis within the limits of avarice (it is easy 
to imagine a further acceleration of this logic: pay for two interpre- 
tations, and get a third one free...). What is bound to happen 
sooner or later is that the analysis gets caught in the paradigmatic 
obsessional economy in which the patient is paying the analyst so 
that nothing will happen — so that the analyst will tolerate the patient’s 
babbling without any subjective consequences. On the other hand, 
there is nothing more catastrophic than a psychoanalyst acting out of 
charity (“goodness”) to help the patient; if anything, this is the most 
effective way of turning a “normal” neurotic into a paranoiac 
psychotic. 

Is the answer to be found, then, in the shift from having to 
being, along the lines of Lacan’s definition of love as an act in 
which one gives not what one has, but what one doesn’t have — 
that is to say, what one is? The gesture of giving one’s being can 
also be a false (megalomaniac or suicidal) one — witness Nietzsche’s 
final megalomaniac madness, whose structure is strictly homologous 
to the suicidal passage a I’acte: in both cases, the subject offers himself 
(his being) as the object that fills, in the Real, the constitutive gap of the 
symbolic order — that is, the lack of the big Other. That is to say, the 
key enigma of Nietzsche’s final madness is: why did Nietzsche have 
to resort to what cannot fail to appear to us as ridiculous self- 
aggrandizing (recall the chapters titles in his Ecce homo: “Why | am 
so wise”, “Why I am so bright”, up to “Why I am a destiny’)? 
This is an inherent philosophical deadlock, which has nothing 
whatsoever to do with any private pathology: his inability to accept 
the nonexistence of the big Other. Within these co-ordinates, sui- 
cide occurs when the subject perceives that the megalomaniac solu- 
tion does not work.’ 

As Lacan emphasized, one cannot analyse the rich, for whom 
paying does not matter. So there has to be payment, a price paid — 
it must hurt.4? What, however, does one get for it? The analysis 
proper begins when one accepts the payment as a purely arbitrary 
expenditure. By paying for nothing, by engaging in pure expendi- 
ture, the patient gets back that for which there is no price — the objet 
petit a, the cause of desire, that which can emerge only as a pure 
excess of Grace. The vicious circle of thrift is thus doubly broken: 
the patient does something totally meaningless within the horizon of 
the capitalist logic of consumption/accumulation, and receives in 
exchange the pure surplus itself. 
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The Lacanian name for this gesture of breaking the vicious cycle 
of the superego is act, and the lack of a clear elaboration of the 
notion of act in its relation to fantasy is perhaps the key failing of 
The Sublime Object. Perhaps we find the most perspicuous formula- 
tion of this relation in Shakespeare, when, in Act II Scene 1, of 
Julius Caesar, Brutus voices his doubts about acting against Caesar: 


Between the acting of a dreadful thing 
And the first motion, all the interim is 
Like a phantasma, or a hideous dream. 


Fantasy fills the gap between the abstract intention to do something 
and its actualization: it is the stuff of which debilitating hesitations — 
dread, imagining what might happen if I do it, what might happen 
if 1 don’t do it — are made, and the act itself dispels the mist of these 
hesitations which haunt us in this interspace. 

What, then, is an act, grounded in the abyss of a free decision? 
Recall C.S. Lewis’s description of his religious choice from his 
Surprised by Joy - what makes it so irresistibly delicious is the author's 
matter-of-fact sceptical “English” style, far from the usual pathetic 
narratives of mystical rapture. Lewis’s description of the act thus 
deftly avoids any ecstatic pathos in the usual Saint Teresa style, any 
multiple-orgasmic penetrations by angels or God: it is not that, in 
the divine mystical experience, we step out (in ex-stasis) of our 
normal experience of reality: it is this “normal” experience which is 
“ex-static” (Heidegger), in which we are thrown outside ourselves 
into the external reality of entities, and the mystical experience 
indicates withdrawal from this ecstasy. Lewis thus refers to the 
experience as the “odd thing”; he mentions its common location — 
“I was going up Headington Hill on the top of a bus”; he makes 
qualifications like “in a sense”, “what now appears”, “or, if you 
like”, “you could argue that ... but I am more inclined to 
think .. .”, “perhaps”, “I rather disliked the feeling”: 


The odd thing was that before God closed in on me, I was in fact offered 
what now appears a moment of wholly free choice. In a sense. I was 
going up Headington Hill on the top of a bus. Without words and (I 
think) almost without images, a fact about myself was somehow pre- 
sented to me. I became aware that I was holding something at bay, or 
shutting something out. Or, if you like, that I was wearing some stiff 
clothing, like corsets, or even a suit of armour, as if I were a lobster. I 
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felt myself being, there and then, given a free choice. 1 could open the 
door or keep it shut; I could unbuckle the armour or keep it on. Neither 
choice was presented as a duty; no threat or promise was attached to 
either, though I knew that to open the door or to take off the corset 
meant the incalculable. The choice appeared to be momentous but it 
was also strangely unemotional. I was moved by no desires or fears. In a 
sense I was not moved by anything. I chose to open, to unbuckle, to 
loosen the rein. I say, “I chose,” yet it did not really seem possible to do 
the opposite. On the other hand, I was aware of no motives. You could 
argue that I was not a free agent, but I am more inclined to think this 
came nearer to being a perfectly free act than most that I have ever done. 
Necessity may not be the opposite of freedom, and perhaps a man is 
most free when, instead of producing motives, he could only say, “I am 
what I do.” Then came the repercussion on the imaginative level. I felt 
as if I were a man of snow at long last beginning to melt. The melting 
was starting in my back — drip-drip and presently trickle-trickle. I rather 
disliked the feeling.“ 


In a way, everything is here: the decision is purely formal, ultimately 
a decision to decide, without a clear awareness of what the subject 
is deciding about; it is a non-psychological act, unemotional, with 
no motives, desires or fears; it is incalculable, not the outcome of 
strategic argumentation; it is a totally free act, although he could not 
do otherwise. Only afterwards is this pure act “subjectivized”, 
translated into a (rather unpleasant) psychological experience. 
There is only one aspect which is potentially problematic in Lewis’s 
formulation: the act as conceived by Lacan has nothing to do with 
the mystical suspension of ties which bind us to ordinary reality, 
with attaining the bliss of radical indifference in which life or death, 
and other worldly distinctions, no longer matter; in which subject 
and object, thought and act, fully coincide. To put it in mystical 
terms: the Lacanian act is, rather, the exact opposite of this “return 
to innocence”: the Original Sin itself, the abyssal Disturbance of the 
primeval Peace, the primordial “pathological” Choice of the uncon- 
ditional attachment to a specific object (like falling in love with a 
specific person who thereafter matters to us more than anyone or 
anything else) .* 

In Buddhist terms, an act is thus the exact structural obverse of 
Enlightenment, of attaining nirvana: the very gesture by means of 
which the Void is disturbed, and Difference (and, with it, false 
appearance and suffering) emerges in the world. The act is thus close 


xiii FOREWORD TO THE SECOND EDITION 


to the gesture of a Bodhisattva who, having reached nirvana, out of 
compassion ~ that is, for the sake of the common Good — goes back 
to phenomenal reality in order to help all other living beings achieve 
nirvana. The difference between this and psychoanalysis lies in the 
fact that, from the latter’s standpoint, the Bodhisattva’s sacrificial 
gesture is false: in order to achieve the act proper, one should erase 
any reference to the Good, and perform the act just for the sake of it. 
(This reference to the Bodhisattva also enables us to answer the “big 
question”: if, now, we have to strive to break out of the vicious 
cycle of craving and into the blissful peace of nirvana, how, in the 
first place, did nirvana “regress” into getting caught up in the wheel 
of craving? The only consistent answer is: the Bodhisattva repeats this 
primordial “evil” gesture. The fall into Evil was accomplished by 
the “original Bodhisattva” — in short, the ultimate source of Evil is 
compassion itself.) 

The Bodhisattva’s compassion is strictly correlative to the notion 
that the “pleasure principle” regulates our activity when we are 
caught in the wheel of Illusion, that is, that we all strive towards the 
Good, and that the ultimate problem is epistemological (we misper- 
ceive the true nature of the Good) — to quote the Dalai Lama 
himself, the beginning of wisdom is “to realize that all living beings 
are equal in not wanting unhappiness and suffering and equal in the 
right to rid themselves of suffering”.4” The Freudian drive, however, 
designates precisely the paradox of “wanting unhappiness”, of find- 
ing excessive pleasure in suffering itself — the title of Paul Watzlawik’s 
book The Pursuit of Unhappiness perfectly encapsulated this funda- 
mental self-blockade of human behaviour. The Buddhist ethical 
horizon is therefore still that of the Good — that is to say, Buddhism 
is a kind of negative of the ethics of the Good: aware that every 
positive Good is a lure, it fully assumes the Void as the only true 
Good. What it cannot do is to pass “beyond nothing”, into what 
Hegel called “tarrying with the negative”: to return to a phenomenal 
reality which is “beyond nothing”, to a Something which gives 
body to the Nothing. The Buddhist endeavour to get rid of the 
illusion (of craving, of phenomenal reality) is in fact an endeavour to 
get rid of the Real of/in this illusion, the kernel of the Real which 
accounts for our “stubborn attachment” to the illusion. 
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Zen at War 


The political implications of this stance are crucial. Take the wide- 
spread notion that aggressive Islamic (or Jewish) monotheism is at 
the root of our predicament. The target on which we should focus 
is therefore the very ideology which is then proposed as a potential 
solution — say, Oniental spirituality (Buddhism), with its more 
“gentle”, balanced, holistic, ecological approach (all the stories 
about how, say, when Tibetan Buddhists are digging the founda- 
tions of a house, they are careful not to kill any worms). It is not 
only that Western Buddhism, this pop-cultural phenomenon 
preaching inner distance and indifference towards the frantic pace 
of free-market competition, is arguably the most efficient way for 
us to participate fully in the capitalist dynamic, while retaining the 
appearance of mental sanity — in short, the paradigmatic ideology 
of late capitalism. 

I should add that it is no longer possible to oppose this Western 
Buddhism to its “authentic” Oriental version; the case of Japan 
delivers the conclusive evidence here. Not only do we have today, 
among top Japanese managers, the widespread “corporate Zen” 
phenomenon; over the whole of the last 150 years, Japan’s rapid 
industrialization and militarization, with their ethics of discipline and 
sacrifice, were sustained by the large majority of Zen thinkers — who 
today knows that D.T. Suzuki himself, the high guru of Zen in 
1960s America, supported in his youth in Japan, in the 1930s, the 
spirit of rigid discipline and militaristic expansion?4* There is no 
contradiction here, no manipulative perversion of the authentic 
compassionate insight: the attitude of total immersion in the selfless 
“now” of instant Enlightenment, in which all reflexive distance is 
lost and “I am what I do”, as C.S. Lewis put it — in short: in which 
absolute discipline coincides with total spontaneity — perfectly legit- 
imizes subordination to the militaristic social machine. Here we can 
see how wrong Aldous Huxley was when, in The Grey Eminence, he 
blames the Christian focus on Christ’s suffering for its destructive 
social misuse (the Crusades, etc.), and opposes it to the benevolent 
Buddhist disengagement. 

The crucial feature here is how militaristic Zen justifies killing in 
two ultimately inconsistent ways. First, there is the standard teleolog- 
ical narrative which is also acceptable to Western religions: 
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Even though the Buddha forbade the taking of life, he also taught that 
until all sentient beings are united together through the exercise of 
infinite compassion, there will never be peace. Therefore, as a means of 
bringing into harmony those things which are incompatible, killing and 
war are necessary.*? 


It is thus the very force of compassion which wields the sword: a 
true warrior kills out of love, like parents who hit their children out 
of love, to educate them and make them happy in the long term, 
This brings us to the notion of a “compassionate war” which gives 
life to both oneself and one’s enemy — here, the sword that kills is 
the sword that gives life. (This is how the Japanese Army perceived 
and justified its ruthless plundering of Korea and China in the 
1930s.5°) 

Of course, all things are ultimately nothing, a substanceless Void: 
however, one should not confuse this transcendent world of form- 
lessness [mukei] with the temporal world of form [yukei], and thus 
fail to recognize the underlying unity of the two. That was social- 
ism’s mistake: socialism wanted to realize the underlying unity (“evil 
equality”) directly in temporal reality, thus causing social destruction. 
This solution may sound similar to Hegel’s critique of the revol- 
utionary Terror in his Phenomenology — and even the formula 
proposed by some Zen Buddhists (‘‘the identity of differentiation 
and equality”*?) cannot fail to remind us of Hegel’s famous speculat- 
ive assertion of the “identity of identity and difference”. The 
difference here, however, is clear: Hegel has nothing to do with 
such a pseudo-Hegelian vision (espoused by some conservative 
Hegelians like Bradley and McTaggart) of society as an organic 
harmonious Whole, within which each member asserts his or her 
“equality” with others through performing his or her particular duty, 
occupying his or her particular place, and thus contributing to the 
harmony of that Whole. For Hegel, on the contrary, the “transcend- 
ent world of formlessness” (in short: the Absolute) is at war with 
itself, this means that (self-)destructive formlessness (absolute, self- 
relating negativity) must appear as such in the realm of finite reality. 
The point of Hegel’s notion of the revolutionary Terror is precisely 
that it is a necessary moment in the deployment of freedom. 

However, back to Zen: this “teleological” justification (war is a 
necessary evil perpetrated to bring about the greater good: “battle is 
necessarily fought in anticipation of peace”) is accompanied by a 


FOREWORD TO THE SECOND EDITION xlv 


more radical line of reasoning in which, much more directly, “Zen 
and the sword are one and the same”.®? This reasoning is based on 
the opposition between the reflexive attitude of our ordinary daily 
lives (in which we cling to life and fear death, strive for egotistical 
pleasure and profit, hesitate and think, instead of acting directly) and 
the enlightened stance in which the difference between life and 
death no longer matters, in which we regain the original selfless 
unity, and are directly our act. In a unique short circuit, the 
militaristic Zen masters interpret the basic Zen message (liberation 
lies in losing one’s Self, in immediately uniting with the primordial 
Void) as identical to utter military fidelity, to immediately following 
orders and performing one’s duty without consideration for the Self 
and its interests. The standard antimilitaristic cliché about soldiers 
being drilled to attain a state of mindless subordination, and carry 
out orders like blind puppets, is here asserted as identical to Zen 
Enlightenment. Ishihara Shummyo makes this point in almost 
Althusserian terms of direct, non-reflected interpellation: 


Zen is very particular about the need not to stop one’s mind. As soon as 
flintstone is struck, a spark bursts forth. There is not even the most 
momentary lapse of time between these two events. If ordered to face 
right, one simply faces right as quickly as a flash of lightning. . . . If one’s 
name were called, for example, “Uemon,” one should simply answer 
“Yes,” and not stop to consider the reason why one’s name was 
called. . . . I believe that if one is called upon to die, one should not be 
the least bit agitated.>* 


In so far as subjectivity as such is hysterical, in so far as it emerges 
through questioning the interpellating call of the Other, this is the 
perfect description of a perverse desubjectivization: the subject avoids 
his constitutive splitting by positing himself directly as the instrument 
of the Other’s Will.5> And what is crucial in this radical version is 
that it explicitly rejects all the religious paraphernalia usually associ- 
ated with popular Buddhism, and advocates a return to the original 
down-to-earth atheist version of the Buddha himself: as Furakawa 
Taigo has emphasized,* there is no salvation after death, no afterlife, 
no spirits or divinities to assist us, no reincarnation — just this life, 
which is directly identical with death. With this attitude, the warrior 
no longer acts as a person; he is thoroughly desubjectivized — or, as 
D.T. Suzuki himself put it: “it is really not he but the sword itself 
that does the killing. He had no desire to do harm to anybody, but 
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the enemy appears and makes himself a victim. It is as though the 
sword performs automatically its function of justice, which is the 
function of mercy.”5” (Incidentally, does not this description of 
killing present the ultimate case of the phenomenological attitude 
which, instead of intervening in reality, just lets things appear the 
way they are? It is the sword itself which does the killing; it is the 
enemy himself who just appears and makes himself a victim — I am 
not responsible; I am reduced to a passive observer of my own acts.) 
The paradoxical Pascalian conclusion of this radically atheist version 
of Zen is that since there is no inner substance to religion, the 
essence of faith is proper decorum, obedience to the ritual as such.5* 

What, then, is the difference between this “warrior Zen” legiti- 
mization of violence and the long Western tradition, from Christ to 
Che Guevara, which also extols violence as a “work of love”, as in 
these famous lines from Che Guevara’s diary?: 


Let me say, with the risk of appearing ridiculous, that the true revolution- 
ary is guided by strong feelings of love. It is impossible to think of an 
authentic revolutionary without this quality. This is perhaps one of the 
greatest dramas of a leader; he must combine an impassioned spirit with 
a cold mind and make painful decisions without flinching one muscle. 
Our vanguard revolutionaries ... cannot descend, with small doses of 
daily affection, to the places where ordinary men put their love into 
practice.5? 


Although we should be aware of the dangers of the “Christification 
of Che”, turning him into an icon of radical-chic consumer culture, 
a martyr ready to die out of his love for humanity, one should 
perhaps take the risk of accepting this move, radicalizing it into a 
“Cheization” of Christ himself — the Christ whose “scandalous” 
words from St Luke’s Gospel (“if anyone comes to me and does not 
hate his father and his mother, his wife and children, his brothers 
and sisters — yes, even his own life — he cannot be my disciple” 
[14:26]) take exactly the same direction as Che’s famous quote: 
“You may have to be tough, but do not lose your tenderness. You 
may have to cut the flowers, but it will not stop the Spring.”6! 

So, again, if Lenin’s acts of revolutionary violence were “works 
of love” in the strictest Kierkegaardian sense of the term, what is 
the difference between this and “warrior Zen”? There is only one 
logical answer: it is not that revolutionary violence, in contrast to 
Japanese military aggression, “really” aims at establishing a non- 
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violent harmony; on the contrary, authentic revolutionary liberation 
is much more directly identified with violence — it is violence as 
such (the violent gesture of discarding, of establishing a difference, 
of drawing a line of separation) which liberates. Freedom is not a 
blissfully neutral state of harmony and balance, but the very violent 
act which disturbs this balance.®? 

Nevertheless, it is all too simple either to say that this militaristic 
version of Zen is a perversion of the true Zen message, or to see in 
it the ominous “truth” of Zen: the truth is much more unbearable — 
what if, at its very heart, Zen is ambiguous or, rather, utterly 
indifferent to this alternative? What if — horrible thought! — the Zen 
meditation technique is ultimately just that: a spiritual technique, an 
ethically neutral instrament which can be put to different sociopoliti- 
cal uses, from the most peaceful ones to the most destructive? (In 
this sense, Suzuki was right to emphasize that Zen Buddhism can be 
combined with any philosophy or politics, from anarchism to 
Fascism.®*) So the answer to the tortuous question “Which aspects 
of the Buddhist tradition lent themselves to such a monstrous 
distortion?” is: exactly the same ones which advocated passionate 
compassion and inner peace. No wonder, then, that when Ichikawa 
Hakugen, the Japanese Buddhist who elaborated the most radical 
self-criticism after Japan’s shattering experience of defeat in the 
Second World War, had to enumerate — among the twelve charac- 
teristics of the Buddhist tradition which, as it were, prepared the 
ground for the legitimization of aggressive militarism — practically alll 
the basic tenets of Buddhism itself: the Buddhist doctrine of depend- 
ent co-emergence or causality, which regards all phenomena as 
being in a constant state of flux, and the doctrine of no-self related 
to it; the lack of a firm dogma and personal God; the emphasis on 
inner peace rather than justice. . . .°* This is how, in the Bhagavadgita, 
the God Krishna answers Arjuna, the warrior-king who hesitates 
about entering a battle, horrified at the suffering his attack will cause 
— an answer worth quoting in detail: 


He who thinks it to be the killer and he who thinks it to be killed, both 
knew nothing. The self kills not, and the self is not killed. It is nat born, 
nor does it ever die, nor, having existed, does it exist no more. Unborn, 
everlasting, unchangeable, and primeval, the self is not killed when the 
body is killed. O son of Pritha, how can that man who knows the self to 
be indestructible, everlasting, unborn, and inexhaustible, how and whom 
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can he kill, whom can he cause to be killed? As a man, casting off old 
clothes, puts on others and new ones, so the embodied self, casting off 
old bodies, goes to others and new ones. Weapons do not divide the self 
into pieces; fire does not burn it; waters do not moisten it; the wind 
does not dry it up. It is not divisible; it is not combustible; it is not to be 
moistened; it is not to be dried up. It is everlasting, all-pervading, stable, 
firm, and eternal. It is said to be unperceived, to be unthinkable, to be 
unchangeable.... Therefore you ought not to grieve for any being. 
Having regard to your own duty also, you ought not to falter, for there 
is nothing better for a Kshatriya than a righteous battle. . . . Killed, you 
will obtain heaven; victorious, you will enjoy the earth. Therefore arise, 
O son of Kunt, resolved to engage in battle. Looking alike on pleasure 
and pain, on gain and loss, on victory and defeat, then prepare for battle, 
and thus you will not incur sin.% 


Again, the conclusion is clear: if external reality is ultimately just 
an ephemeral appearance, then even the most horrifying crimes 
eventually do not matter. This is the crux of the doctrine of non- 
involvement, of disinterested action: act as if it doesn’t matter, as if 
you are not the agent, but things, including your own acts, just 
happen in an impersonal way . . . Incidentally, I am tempted here to 
paraphrase this passage as the justification of killing Jews in the gas 
chambers to an executioner caught in a moment of doubt: since “he 
who thinks it to be the killer and he who thinks it to be killed, both 
know nothing”, since “the self kills not, and the self is not killed”, 
therefore “you ought not to grieve for any” burned Jew, but, 
“looking alike on pleasure and pain, on gain and loss, on victory and 
defeat”, do what you were ordered to do... . 

What this means is that all-encompassing Buddhist Compassion 
has to be opposed to intolerant, violent Christian Love. The Bud- 
dhist stance is ultimately that of Indifference, of quenching all 
passions which strive to establish differences; while Christian love is 
a violent passion to introduce a Difference, a gap in the order of 
being — to privilege and elevate one specific object at the expense of 
all others. Love is violence not (only) in the vulgar sense of the 
Balkan proverb “If he doesn’t beat me, he doesn’t love me!” — 
violence is already the love choice as such, which tears its object out 
of its context, elevating it to the Thing. 

In Montenegrin folklore, the origin of Evil is a beautiful woman: 
she makes the men around her lose their balance; she literally 
destabilizes the universe, colours all things with a tone of partiality.°© 
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This same theme was one of the constants of Soviet pedagogy from 
the early 1920s onwards: sexuality is inherently patho-logical; it 
contaminates cold, balanced logic by a particular pathos ~ sexual 
arousal was the disturbance associated with bourgeois corruption, and 
in the Soviet Union of the 1920s there were numerous psycho- 
physiological “materialist” researchers trying to demonstrate that 
sexual arousal is a pathological state. . . .6” Such antifeminist outbursts 
are much closer to the truth than the aseptic tolerance of sexuality. 

When we emphasize the poised phenomenological attitude of 
“letting-things-be [Sein-Lassen]”, of sustaining the Openness, the 
Clearing, in which things are allowed to appear in their proper 
being, we should always bear in mind that this Open Space has been 
created by a painful gesture of withdrawal/constraint, even derange- 
ment (Heidegger speaks of the “pain of the Difference”). This is 
what Freudian sublimation is (in its Lacanian reading): not the 
displacement from the “direct” actualization of a drive to its more 
cultured ersatz-satisfaction, but the intervention of a certain Hem- 
mung, an obstacle which thwarts the direct realization of the drive, 
and thus opens up a space through which another dimension can 
shine. The Freudian name for this inherent obstacle is, of course, the 
death-drive, and we can thus clearly perceive the inherent link 
between the death-drive and sublimation: the death-drive, as it 
were, “clears the plate”, and thus creates the Void/Opening in 
which the Other Thing can appear. What is thereby “sublimated” is 
not the raw direct satisfaction, but the impossible/real (“noumenal”) 
Thing itself. In short, the Freudian notion of sublimation is much 
closer than we might suspect to the Kantian Erhabene: the “sublime” 
object is an object which starts to function as the empirical stand-in 
for the impossible-noumenal Thing, an object through which the 
Thing shines. 

Let us imagine a “natural” balanced order, a “natural” circuit of 
drives; then some obstacle intervenes, the “direct” path of drives is 
derailed, thwarted, and this “distortion/disturbance” creates the 
Openness through which the impossible/irrepresentable Thing can 
shine. Not only does the suprasensible noumenal Thing appear only 
through the disturbance of the order of natural phenomena ~ one 
should go a step further, and claim that it is nothing but this 
disturbance. Here, again, a reference to Einstein’s passage from 
special to general theory of relativity is helpful: it is not that the 
intervention of the Thing disturbs the natural balanced order of 
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phenomena; rather, disturbance is primordial, and the Thing is 
ultimately nothing but the Schein created by this disturbance. And is 
not the perfect example of the generative power of this disturbance 
the fact that the only letter which fully and effectively reached its 
destination is the unsent letter? 


The preservation of the unsent letter is its arresting feature. Neither the 
writing nor the sending is remarkable (we often make drafts of letters 
and discard them), but the gesture of keeping the message we have no 
intention of sending is. By saving the letter, we are in some sense 
“sending” it after all. We are not relinquishing our idea or dismissing it 
as foolish or unworthy (as we do when we tear up a letter); on the 
contrary, we are giving it an extra vote of confidence. We are, in effect, 
saying that our idea is too precious to be entrusted to the gaze of the 
actual addressee, who may not grasp its worth, so we “send” it to his 
equivalent in fantasy, on whom we can absolutely count for an under- 
standing and appreciative reading. 


The only qualification we should add is that we are dealing here not 
with a fantasy, but with the symbolic fiction, the big Other as the 
ideal witness in whom our message finds its full actualization. It is 
thus the very obstacle, the impossibility, the failure to reach the 
“actual” addressee, which generates the perfect witness, the letter’s 
purely virtual ideal addressee who takes note of it all and perceives 
its meaning. 


Religion 


So, the problematic of the act confronts us with the necessity of 
risking a materialist appropriation of the religious tradition. Today, 
when the historical materialist analysis is in retreat — practised, as it 
were, under cover, rarely called by its proper name, while the 
theological dimension is given a new lease of life in the guise of the 
“post-secular” Messianic turn of deconstruction — the time has come 
to reverse Walter Benjamin’s first thesis on the philosophy of history: 
“The puppet called ‘theology’ is to win all the time. It can easily be 
a match for anyone if it enlists the service of historical materialism, 
which today, as we know, is wizened and has to keep out of sight.” 

When, in Being and Time, Heidegger insists that death is the only 
event which cannot be taken over by another subject for me — 
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another cannot die for me, in my place — the obvious counter- 
example is Christ himself: did not Christ, in the ultimate gesture of 
interpassivity, take over for us the ultimate passive experience of 
dying? Christ dies so that we are given a chance of living for 
ever.... The problem here is not only the fact that, obviously, we 
don’t live for ever (the answer to this is that it is the Holy Spirit, the 
community of believers, which lives for ever), but the subjective 
status of Christ: when he was dying on the cross, did he know about 
his Resurrection-to-come? If he did, then it was all a game, the 
supreme divine comedy, since Christ knew that his suffering was 
just a spectacle with a guaranteed good outcome — in short, Christ 
was faking despair in his “Father, why hast thou forsaken me?” If he 
didn’t, then in what precise sense was Christ (also) divine? Did God 
the Father limit the scope of knowledge of Christ’s mind to that of 
a common human consciousness, so that Christ really did think he 
was dying abandoned by his father? Was Christ, in fact, occupying 
the position of the son from the superb joke about a rabbi who turns 
in despair to God, asking him what he should do with his bad son, 
who has deeply disappointed him; God answers calmly: “Do the 
same as I did: write a new testament!”7° 

The key to Christ is provided by the figure of Job, whose suffering 
prefigures that of Christ. The almost unbearable impact of the Book 
of Job derives not so much from its narrative frame (the Devil 
appears in it as a conversational partner of God, and the two engage 
in a rather cruel experiment in order to test Job’s faith) as from its 
final outcome. Far from providing some kind of satisfactory account 
of Job’s undeserved suffering, God’s appearance at the end ultimately 
amounts to a pure argument of authority grounded in a breathtaking 
display of power: “You see all that I can do? Can you do this? Who 
are you, then, to complain?” So what we get is neither the good 
God letting Job know that his suffering is just an ordeal destined to 
test his faith, nor a dark God beyond the Law, the God of pure 
caprice, but, rather, a God who acts like someone caught in the 
moment of impotence — weakness, at least — and tries to escape his 
predicament by empty boasting. What we get at the end is a kind of 
cheap Hollywood horror show with lots of special effects ~ no 
wonder that many commentators tend to dismiss Job’s story as a 
remainder of the previous pagan mythology which should have been 
excluded from the Bible. 

Against this temptation, we should precisely locate the true 
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greatness of Job: contrary to the usual notion of Job, he is not a 
patient sufferer, enduring his ordeal with a firm faith in God — on 
the contrary, he complains all the time, rejecting his fate (like 
Oedipus at Colonus, who is also usually misperceived as a patient 
victim resigned to his fate). When the three theologians—friends visit 
him, their argumentation follows the line of the standard ideological 
sophistry (if you suffer, you must by definition have done something 
wrong, since God is just). Their argumentation, however, is not 
limited to the claim that Job must somehow be guilty: what is at 
stake at a more radical level is the meaning(lessness) of Job’s suffering. 
Like Oedipus at Colonus, Job insists on the utter meaninglessness of 
his suffering — as the title of Job 27 says: “Job Maintains His 
Integrity”. And so, the Book of Job provides what is perhaps the 
first exemplary case of the critique of ideology in human history, laying 
bare the basic discursive strategies of legitimizing suffering: Job’s 
properly ethical dignity lies in the way he persistently rejects the 
notion that his suffering can have any meaning, either punishment 
for his past sins or a trial of his faith, against the three theologians 
who bombard him with possible meanings — and, surprisingly, God 
takes his side at the end, claiming that every word Job spoke was 
true, while every word the three theologians spoke was false. 

As Fredric Jameson has pointed out,”! the Kieslowskian assertion 
of chance inherently solicits the question of (or the search for) a 
(hidden) meaning; however, I am tempted to add that Kieslowski is 
utterly ambiguous on this point: does chance really simply generate 
the belief/expectation of a deeper meaning, or is the lesson that in 
order to sustain the impact of the traumatic chance, we construct — 
read into it ~ meanings? True materialism, then, consists precisely in 
accepting the chanciness without the implication of the horizon of 
hidden meaning — the name of this chance is contingency. That was 
the greatness of Job. It also explains in what sense the father 
(Krzysztof) in Decalogue 1, despite the vague similarity of his position 
to that of Job, is not another Job: he responds to his calamity in 
exactly the opposite way — caught in the vicious circle of chance, 
frustrated and perplexed by its imponderable meaning; this is why 
he appears in later instalments of the Decalogue as more and more 
destitute and haggard, immersed in despair and madness. So, on the 
one hand, we should never forget the gap which separates Decalogue 
1 from the standard narrative of the believer in science who, after a 
shattering experience, abandons his scientism and finds solace in 
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religion — on the contrary, Krzysztof, simultaneously with the loss of 
his belief in science, loses even what he never possessed: his religious 
belief. On the other hand, however, he remains stuck in the vicious 
cycle of disappointed belief — he continues to dwell in his despair, 
because he is unable to accept the utter meaninglessness/contingency 
of the traumatic event. Contrary to the standard approach of 
sympathetic compassion, we should thus read Decalogue 1 as an 
implicit critique of the final position of its central figure.” 

And it is with regard to this assertion of the meaninglessness of 
Job’s suffering that we should insist on the parallel between Job and 
Christ, on Job’s suffering announcing the Way of the Cross: Christ’s 
suffering is also meaningless, not an act of meaningful exchange. The 
difference, of course, is that in the case of Christ, the gap that 
separates the desperate suffering man (Job) from God is transposed 
into God Himself, as His own radical splitting or, rather, self- 
abandonment.”? This means that we should risk a much more radical 
than usual reading of Christ’s “Father, why hast thou forsaken me?” 
than the usual one: since we are dealing here not with the gap 
between man and God, but with the split in God Himself, the 
solution cannot be for God to (re)appear in all His majesty, revealing 
to Christ the deeper meaning of his suffering (that he was the 
Innocent sacrificed to redeem humanity). Christ’s “Father, why hast 
thou forsaken me?” is not a complaint to the omnipotent capricious 
God-Father whose ways are indecipherable to us mortal humans, 
but a complaint which hints at an impotent God: rather like a child 
who, having believed in his father’s powerfulness, discovers with 
horror that his father cannot help him. (To evoke an example from 
recent history: at the moment of Christ’s crucifixion, God the Father 
is in a position somewhat similar to that of the Bosnian father made 
to witness the gang rape of his own daughter, and to endure the 
ultimate trauma of her compassionate-reproachful gaze: “Father, 
why did you forsake me?” .. .”4) In short, with this “Father, why 
hast thou forsaken me?”, it is God the Father who actually dies, 
revealing His utter impotence, and thereupon rises from the dead in 
the guise of the Holy Spirit.75 

Since the function of the obscene superego supplement of the 

(Divine) Law is to mask this impotence of the big Other, and since 
Christianity reveals this impotence, it is, in consequence, the first 
(and only) religion radically to leave behind the split between the 
official/public text and its obscene initiatory supplement: there is no 
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hidden untold story in it. In this precise sense, Christianity is the 
religion of Revelation: everything is revealed in it; no obscene 
superego supplement accompanies its public message. In ancient 
Greek and Roman religions, the public text was always supple- 
mented by secret initiation rituals and orgies; however, all attempts 
to treat Christianity in the same way (to uncover Christ’s “secret 
teaching” somehow encoded in the New Testament or found in 
apocryphal Gospels) come down to its heretic reinscription into the 
pagan Gnostic tradition. 

Apropos Christianity as “revealed religion”, we should therefore 
ask the inevitable stupid question: what is acutally revealed in it? 
That is to say: is it not true that all religions reveal some mystery, 
through prophets who transmit the Divine message to humans? Even 
those religions which insist on the impenetrability of the dieu obscur 
imply that there is some secret which resists revelation, and in the 
Gnostic versions this mystery is revealed to the chosen few in some 
initiatory ceremony. Significantly, Gnostic reinscriptions of Christ- 
ianity insist precisely on the presence of such a hidden message to be 
deciphered in the official Christian text. So what is revealed in 
Christianity is not just the entire content but, more specifically, the 
fact that there is nothing — no secret — behind it to be revealed. To 
paraphrase Hegel’s famous formula from his Phenomenology: behind 
the curtain of the public text, there is only what we put there. Or — 
to formulate it even more pointedly, in more pathetic terms — what 
God reveals is not His hidden power, only His impotence as such. 

Where, then, does Judaism stand with regard to this opposition? 
Is it not that God’s final appearance in the Job story, in which He 
boasts about the miracles and monsters He has generated, is precisely 
such an obscene fantasmatic spectacle destined to cover this impo- 
tence? Here, however, things are more complex. In his discussion of 
the Freudian figure of Moses, Eric Santner introduces the key 
distinction between symbolic history (the set of explicit mythical 
narratives and ideologico-ethical prescriptions that constitute the 
tradition of a community — what Hegel would have called its “ethical 
substance”) and its obscene Other, the unacknowledgeable “spec- 
tral”, fantasmatic secret history that actually sustains the explicit 
symbolic tradition, but has to remain foreclosed if it is to be 
operative. What Freud endeavours to reconstitute in Moses and 
Monotheism (the story of the murder of Moses, etc.) is such a spectral 
history that haunts the space of Jewish religious tradition. One does 
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not become a full member of a community simply by identifying 
with its explicit symbolic tradition, but only when one also assumes 
the spectral dimension that sustains this tradition, the undead ghosts 
that haunt the living, the secret history of traumatic fantasies trans- 
mitted “between the lines”, through the lacks and distortions of the 
explicit symbolic tradition — as Fernando Pessoa put it: “Every dead 
man is probably somewhere still alive.””¢ Judaism’s “stubborn attach- 
ment” (Judith Butler’s term) to the unacknowledged violent found- 
ing gesture that haunts the public legal order as its spectral 
supplement enabled the Jews to persist and survive for thousands of 
years without a homeland or a common institutional tradition: they 
tefused to give up their ghost, to sever the link to their secret, 
disavowed tradition. The paradox of Judaism is that it maintains 
fidelity to the founding violent Event precisely by not confessing, 
symbolizing it: this “repressed” status of the Event is what gives 
Judaism its unprecedented vitality. 

Does this mean, however, that the split between the “official” 
texts of the Law, with their abstract legal asexual character (Torah, 
the Old Testament; Mishna, the formulation of the Laws; Talmud, 
the commentary on the Laws, all of them supposed to be part of the 
Divine Revelation on Mount Sinai), and Kabbala (the set of deeply 
sexualized obscure insights that are to be kept secret — recall the 
notorious passages about vaginal juices) reproduces within Judaism 
the tension between the pure symbolic Law and its superego 
supplement, the secret initiatory knowledge? A crucial line of 
separation must be drawn here between Jewish fidelity to the 
disavowed ghosts and the pagan obscene initiatory wisdom 
accompanying public ritual: the disavowed Jewish spectral narrative 
does not tell the obscene story of God’s impenetrable omnipotence, 
but its exact opposite: the story of His impotence concealed by the 
standard pagan obscene supplements. The secret to which the Jews 
remain faithful is the horror of Divine impotence ~ and it is this 
secret which is “revealed” in Christianity. This is why Christianity 
can occur only after Judaism: it reveals the horror first confronted 
by the Jews. It is therefore only through taking this line of separation 
between paganism and Judaism into account that we can properly 
grasp the Christian breakthrough itself. 

This means that Judaism, in forcing us to face the abyss of the 
Other’s desire (in the guise of the impenetrable God), in refusing to 
cover up this abyss with a determinate fantasmatic scenario (articu- 
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lated in the obscene initiatory myth), confronts us, for the first time, 
with the paradox of human freedom.”’ There is no freedom outside 
the traumatic encounter with the opacity of the Other’s desire: 
freedom does not mean that I simply get rid of the Other’s desire ~ 
I am, as it were, thrown into my freedom when I confront this 
Opacity as such, deprived of the fantasmatic cover which tells me 
what the Other wants from me. In this difficult predicament, full of 
anxiety, when I know that the Other wants something from me, 
without knowing what this desire is, I am thrown back into myself, 
compelled to assume the risk of freely determining the co-ordinates 
of my desire.”8 

When we are dealing with an erotic-religious text like the Song 
of Songs, commentators are eager to warn us that its extreme and 
explicit erotic imagery is to be read allegorically, as a metaphor — 
when the lover kisses the woman’s lips, this “really means” that He 
imparts to the Jews the Ten Commandments, and so on. In short, 
what appears to be a description of a “purely human” sexual 
encounter is a symbolic rendition of the spiritual communion 
between God and the Jewish people. The most perspicacious Bible 
scholars, however, are themselves the first to emphasize the limits of 
such a metaphorical reading, which dismisses the described sensual 
content as “only a simile”: it is precisely such a “symbolic” reading 
which is “purely human”, that is, which persists in the external 
opposition between the symbol and its meaning, clumsily attaching 
a “deeper meaning” to the explosive sexual content. 

The literal reading (say, of the Song of Songs as almost porno- 
graphic eroticism) and the allegorical reading are two sides of the 
same operation: what they share is the common presupposition that 
“real” sexuality is “purely human”, with no discernible Divine 
dimension. (Of course, the question arises here: if sexuality is just a 
metaphor, why do we need this problematic detour in the first 
place? Why do we not directly reveal the true spiritual content? 
Because, owing to the limitations of our sensual finite nature, this 
content is not directly accessible to us?) What, however, if the Song 
of Songs is to be read not as an allegory but, much more literally, as 
the description of purely sensual erotic play? What if the “deeper” 
spiritual dimension is already operative in the passionate sexual 
interaction itself? Thus the true task is not to reduce sexuality to a 
mere allegory, but to unearth the inherent “spiritual” dimension 
which forever separates human sexuality from animal coupling. Is it 
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possible, however, to accomplish this step from allegory to full 
identity in Judaism? Is this not what Christianity, with its assertion 


‘of the direct identity of God and man, is about? 


There is a further problem with the Song of Songs. The standard 
defence of “psychoanalytic Judaism” against Christianity involves 
two claims: first, it is only in Judaism that we encounter the anxiety 
of the traumatic Real of the Law, of the abyss of the Other’s desire 
(“What do you want?”); Christianity covers up this abyss with love, 
that is, the imaginary reconciliation between God and humanity 
in which the anxiety-provoking encounter with the Real is miti- 
gated: now we know what the Other wants from us — God loves 
us, and Christ’s sacrifice is the ultimate proof of it.... Second: 
do not texts like the Song of Songs demonstrate that Judaism, far 
from being (only) a religion of anxiety, is also — and above all — 
the religion of love, an even more intense love than Christianity? 
Is not the covenant between God and the Jewish people a supreme 
act of love? As we have just indicated, however, this Jewish love 
remains “metaphorical”; as such, it is itself the imaginary reconcili- 
ation between God and humanity in which the anxiety-provoking 
encounter with the Real is mitigated. Or — to put it directly and 
brutally — is not the Song of Songs ideology at its purest, in so far 
as we conceive of ideology as the imaginary mitigation of a trau- 
matic Real, as “the Real of the Divine encounter with a human 
face’? 


The Act, Again 


The same ethical struggle to sustain the meaninglessness of the 
Catastrophe is the topic of Atom Egoyan’s masterpiece The Sweet 
Hereafter, arguably the film about the impact of a trauma on a 
community. Mitchell Stephens, a lawyer, arrives in the wintry 
hamlet of San Dent to sign up as clients the parents of children who 
died when their school bus plunged into an ice-covered lake. His 
motto is: “There are no accidents” — there are no gaps in the causal 
link of responsibility; there always has to be someone who is guilty. 
(As we soon learn, he is not doing this for professional avarice. 
Stephens’s obsession with the complete causal link is, rather, his 
desperate strategy for coping with his own private trauma: for sorting 
Out responsibility for his own daughter, Zoe, a junkie who despises 
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him, although she repeatedly calls him demanding money: he insists 
that everything must have a cause in order to counteract the 
inexplicable gap which separates him from Zoe.) After Stephens has 
interviewed Dolores Driscoll, the driver of the bus, who says the 
accident was a fluke, he visits the families of the dead children, and 
some of them sign up with him to file a lawsuit. Among them are 
the parents of Nicole Burnell, a teenager who survived the crash as 
a paraplegic, but remembers nothing. Stephens’s case: depends on 
proving that the bus company or the school board was at fault, not 
Dolores’s driving. 

Nicole, estranged and cynical since the accident, sees her parents 
succumbing to greed and Stephens’s dark influence. Her father has 
been abusing her for years; where she once believed in his love, she 
now sees only exploitation. At the inquest, she decides to lie, 
testifying that Dolores was driving too fast — Stephens’s case is thus 
ruined. While Nicole is now forever isolated from the community, 
she will from now on be able to guide her own future. In the film’s 
last scene, which takes place two years later, Dolores, now driving a 
minibus at a nearby airport, meets Stephens on his way to rescue his 
daughter yet again; they recognize each other, but prefer not to 
speak. In the final lines, Nicole’s voice-over accompanies this 
encounter between Stephens and Dolores: “As you see each other, 
almost two years later, I wonder if you realize something: I wonder 
if you realize that all of us ~ Dolores, me, the children who survived, 
the children who didn’t — that we’re all citizens of a different town 
now. A town of people living in the sweet hereafter.” 

At first glance, Stephens looks like the film’s protagonist: the story 
begins with his arrival in town, he is involved with the climax, and 
much of the first half is seen from his point of view. It is Stephens’s 
passion which drives the lawsuit, the dramatic spine of the story — it 
therefore seems that this is a standard Hollywood narrative in which 
the larger tragedy (the bus accident) simply constitutes the back- 
ground for the true focus, the protagonist’s coming to terms with 
his own trauma. Halfway through, however, Egoyan defies our 
expectations with a major shift in point of view: when Nicole leaves 
the hospital as a paraplegic, the story becomes hers, and Stephens is 
repositioned as her antagonist. 

Is Nicole’s lie, then, an act of saving the community, enabling the 
townspeople to escape the painful judicial examination which would 
have torn their lives apart? Is it not that, through it, the community 
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‘4s allowed to absolve itself — that is, to avoid the second trauma of 
the symbolization of the accident — and to enter the fantasmatic bliss 
“of the “sweet hereafter” in which, by an unspoken pact among 


them, the catastrophe is silently ignored? Is it in this sense that her 
lie is an act in the strict sense of the term: an “immoral” lie which 
answers the unconditional Call of Duty, enabling the community to 


_$tart again from scratch?’? Is this not the basic lesson of the film: that 


our social reality as such is a “‘sweet hereafter” based on a constitutive 
lie? This young incestuous girl, with her lie, enables a community 
to reconstitute itself — we all live in a “sweet hereafter”, social reality 


‘itself is a “sweet hereafter” based on the disavowal of some trauma. 


The townspeople who survive as a community connected by a secret 
bond of disavowed knowledge, obeying their own secret rules, 
constitute not the model of a pathological community, but the very 
(unacknowledged) model of our “normal” social reality — as in 
Freud’s dream about Irma’s injection, in which social reality (the 
spectacle of the three doctors—friends suggesting contradictory 
excuses for the failure of Freud’s treatment of Irma) emerges as the 
“sweet hereafter” that follows his traumatizing gaze deep into Irma’s 
throat. 

Such a reading, however, oversimplifies the film’s texture. Does 
the traumatic accident disrupt the idyllic life of this small-town 
community? It seems that the opposite is the case: before the 
Catastrophic accident, the community was far from idyllic — its 
members indulged in adultery, incest, and so on, so that the bus 
accident, by localizing the violence in an external/contingent 
trauma, by displacing it on to this accident, retroactively renders the 
community Edenic. . .. However, this reading also misses the point. 
The key indication of community life is provided by the way the 
daughter/father incest (which went on before the accident) is 
presented: strangely, this ultimate transgression is rendered as totally 
non-traumatic, as part of everyday intimate relations. We are in a 
community in which incest is “normal”. 

Perhaps, then, this allows us to risk a Lévi-Straussian reading of 
the film: what if its structuring opposition is the same as the one 
which Lévi-Strauss identifies in his analysis of the Oedipus myth:® 
the opposition between overvaluation and undervaluation of the 

inship ties — concretely: between incest and losing children in an 
accident (or, in the case of lawyer Stephens, losing ties with a junkie 
daughter)? The key insight of the story concerns the link between 
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the two opposites: it is as if, since parents are so attached to their 
children, following the proverbial obsessional strategy, they prefer to 
strike pre-emptively — that is, stage the loss of the child themselves 
in order to avoid the unbearable waiting for the moment when, 
upon growing up, the child will abandon them. This notion is 
expressed clearly by Stephens in a storyline not used by Egoyan, 
when he muses on his disavowed decision to abandon his young 
daughter in a shop: “I must have known that if my child was indeed 
to be lost to me, then I would need all my strength just to survive 
that fact, so I had decided ahead of time not to waste any of my 
strength trying to save what was already lost.”*! 

The background reference of the film is, of course, Robert 
Browning’s famous poem The Pied Piper of Hamelin, repeatedly 
quoted throughout by Nicole, with the longest quote occurring 
when her father takes her into the barn for sex. And the ultimate 
proto-Hegelian paradox (identity of the opposites) is that it is 
Stephens himself, the angry outsider, who is the true Pied Piper in 
the film. That is to say: the way the community survived the loss 
was to replace the dead child with the dreamed one: “It’s the other 
child, the dreamed baby, the remembered one, that for a few 
moments we think exists. For those few moments, the first child, 
the real baby, the dead one, is not gone; she simply never was.”®2 
Had the litigation pursued by Stephens been successful, it would 
have caused the collapse of this fragile solution: the pacifying spectre 
of the dreamed child would have disintegrated, the community 
would have been confronted with the loss as such, with the fact that 
their children did exist but now no longer do. So if Stephens is the 
Pied Piper of the film, his threat is that he will snatch away not the 
real children, but the dreamed ones, thus confronting the com- 
munity not only with the loss as such, but with the inherent cruelty 
of their solution, which involves the denial of the very existence of 
the lost real children. Is this, then, why this Nicole lied? In a true 
stroke of genius, Egoyan wrote an additional stanza in the Browning 
style, which Nicole recites over a close-up of her father’s mouth 
after she has falsely implicated Dolores: 


And why I lied he only knew 

But from my lie this did come true 
Those lips from which he drew his tune 
Were frozen as the winter moon. 
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These frozen lips, of course, stand not only for the dead children but 


also for Nicole’s rejection of further engagement in incest: only her 


father knew the truth about why she lied at the hearing — the truth 
of her lie was a No! to him. And this No! is at the same time a No! 
to the community [Gemeinschaff] as opposed to society [Gesellschaft]. 

When does one belong to a community? The difference concerns 
the netherworld of unwritten obscene rules which regulate the 
“inherent transgression” of the community, the way we are allowed/ 


-expected to violate its explicit rules. This is why the subject who 


closely follows the explicit rules of a community will never be 
accepted by its members as “one of us”: he or she does not 
participate in the transgressive rituals which actually keep this com- 
munity together. And society, as opposed to community, is a 
collective which can dispense with this set of unwritten rules — since 
this is impossible, there is no society without community. This is 
where theories which advocate the subversive character of mimicry 
get it wrong; according to these theories, the properly subversive 
attitude of the Other — say, of a colonized subject who lives under 
the domination of the colonizing culture — is to mimic the dominant 
discourse, but at a distance, so that what he or she does and says is 
like what the colonizers themselves do ... almost, with an unfath- 
omable difference which makes his or her Otherness all the more 
tangible. I am tempted to turn this thesis around: it is the foreigner 
who faithfully abides by the rules of the dominant culture he or she 
wants to penetrate and identify with who is condemned forever to 
remain an outsider, because he or she fails to practise, to participate 
in, the self-distance of the dominant culture, the unwritten rules 
which tell us how and when to violate the explicit rules of this 
culture. We are “in”, integrated into a culture, perceived by mem- 
bers as “one of us”, only when we succeed in practising this 
unfathomable distance from the symbolic rules — ultimately, it is, 
only this distance which proclaims our identity, our belonging to 
the culture in question.®? 

And the subject reaches the level of a true ethical stance only 
when he or she moves beyond this duality of the public rules as well 
as their superego shadow; in John Irving’s The Cider House Rules, 
these three levels of ethics are staged in an exemplary way. First, we 
get straight morality (the set of explicit rules we choose to obey — 
Homer Wells, the novel’s hero, chooses never to perform an 
abortion); then we experience its obscene underside (this is what 
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takes place in the “cider house” where Homer, on seasonal work 
there, learns that explicit rules are sustained by more obscene implicit 
rules with which it is better not to mess); finally, when, on the basis 
of this experience, he acknowledges the necessity of breaking the 
explicit moral rules (he performs an abortion), he reaches the level 
of ethics proper. Does the same not go for Nicole in The Sweet 
Hereafter? Is not Nicole’s act the gesture of asserting her distance 
towards both poles, the wider society as well as the ‘sweet hereafter” 
of the traumatized community and its secret rules? 

One could also approach this deadlock via Lacan’s notion of the 
specifically symbolic mode of deception: ideology “cheats” precisely 
by letting us know that its propositions (say, on universal human 
rights) are to be read not 4 la lettre, but against the background of a 
set of unwritten rules. Sometimes, at least, the most effective anti- 
ideological subversion of the official discourse of human rights 
Consists in reading it in an excessively “literal” way, disregarding the 
set of underlying unwritten rules, so that a representative of the 
official ideology can throw at us the same question as the unfortunate 
Jew from the Freudian story: “Why are you telling me that we 
should respect human rights, when you really want us to respect 
human rights?” 

When we are confronted with such a forced choice (“You are 
free to choose — on condition that you make the right choice!”), is 
the only subversive gesture left to us to announce the unwritten 
prohibition publicly, and thus disturb what Hegel would have called 
the “essential appearance” of free choice? The situation is in fact 
more complex: sometimes, the supreme subversion is to refer to the 
forced choice ironically, as if it is an actual one. From my youth, I 
recall the practical joke a student newspaper played on the Com- 
munists in power. The elections in Yugoslavia were pretty much the 
same as in other Communist countries: the Party (or, rather, its 
umbrella mass political organization, awkwardly called the Socialist 
Alliance of the Working People) regularly got (maybe not the 
standard Stalinist 99.9 per cent of the vote, but) somewhere around 
90 per cent. So, on the evening of election day, a special edition of 
this student newspaper appeared with extra-large “latest news”: 
“Although the final results are not yet known, our reporters have 
learned from confidential sources close to the voting commission 
that the Socialist Alliance is headed for another electoral victory!”8+ 
I hardly need to add that the paper was immediately confiscated, 
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jand the editorial committee was sacked. What went wrong here? 
‘When the editor-in-chief protested the confiscation, he naively 
‘gsked the Party apparatchiks: “What’s the problem? Are you sug- 
gesting that the elections were a fake, with the results known in 
‘advance?” Interestingly, the apparatchiks’ answer was evasively 
agpressive, alluding directly to the unspoken social pact: “Enough of 
‘your jokes! You know very well what you did!” 

So it is not only that, against the reality of the forced choice, the 
‘appearance of free choice should be maintained — this appearance itself 
should not be emphasized too loudly, since, via its obvious clash with 
the common knowledge that the elections are not really free, it 
cannot fail to generate a comic effect... . Consequently, since both 
‘versions are prohibited (you cannot articulate the prohibition 
directly, but you cannot assert the appearance of free choice itself 
directly either), the only remaining position is that of ignoring the 
issue, as if we are dealing with an embarrassing public secret: “We 
all know that the semblance of free choice is a fake, so let’s not say 
‘too much about it — let’s just get on with the business!” 

In a classic line from a Hollywood screwball comedy, the girl asks 
‘her boyfriend: “Do you want to marry me?” “No!” “Stop dodging 
the issue! Give me a straight answer!” In a way, the underlying logic 
here is correct: the only acceptable straight answer for the girl is 
“Yes!” so anything else, including of a straight ““No!”, counts as 
evasion. This underlying logic, of course, is again that of forced 
choice: you are free to decide, on condition that you make the right 
choice. Would not a priest rely on the same paradox in a dispute 
‘with a sceptical layman? “Do you believe in God?” “No.” “Stop 
‘dodging the issue! Give me a straight answer!” Again, in the eyes of 
the priest, the only straight answer is to assert one’s belief in God: 
far from standing for a clear symmetrical stance, the atheist denial of 
belief is an attempt to dodge the issue of the Divine encounter. 


Ideology 


This means that, in our allegedly “permissive” societies, ideological 
censorship is alive and well, albeit in a displaced way. In the good 
Old days of Hays Office censorship, the proverbial Hollywood 
Procedure was to change the sad ending of the literary or dramatic 
Source of a film into the obligatory upbeat happy ending. With 
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Ridley Scott’s Hannibal, the circle is, in a way, closed: it is Thomas 
Harris’s novel which ends with Hannibal Lecter and FBI agent 
Clarice Starling living together as a couple in Buenos Aires, while 
the film censored this ending, opting for a more acceptable one. 
Such a strange reversal of the standard procedure calls for closer 
analysis: it bears witness to extremely strong ideological invest- 
ments.°> Why, then, did it happen? When Ridley Scott agreed to 
direct Hannibal, he immediately approached Harris: 


The ending was a very touchy question, so the first thing I did was call 
Tom Harris. I said I didn’t quite believe it. Suddenly it was his quantum 
leap from this character I thought was incorruptible and unchangeable. 
It couldn’t be, Those qualities were the thing that made her the most 
fascinating to Hannibal. If she'd have said yes to him, he’d have killed 
her.*° 


What, then, is so inadmissible in this “most bizarre happy ending in 
the history of popular fiction”? Is it really just psychology — just the 
fact that “this resolution is completely out of character for Clarice”? 

The correct answer is, rather, the opposite: in Hannibal, we find a 
direct realization of what Freud called the “fundamental fantasy”: 
the subject’s innermost scene of desire which cannot be directly 
admitted. Of course Hannibal is an object of intense libidinal 
investment, of a true passionate attachment. In The Silence of the 
Lambs, we (and, in the couple of Hannibal and Clarice, Clarice 
stands for this “we”, the ordinary spectator, the point of identifica- 
tion) love him; he is an absolute charmer. Hannibal (the novel) fails 
precisely because, at the end, it directly realizes this fantasy which 
must remain implicit — thus the result is “psychologically unconvinc- 
ing” not because it is a fake, but because it gets to close to our 
fantasmatic kernel. A girl being devoured by the charmingly satanic 
paternal figure — is this not the mother of all happy endings, as they 
would have put it in Iraq? The ultimate cause of Hannibal’s failure, 
therefore, is that it violated the prohibition of the fundamental 
fantasy which renders the cinematic universe psychologically “‘tangi- 
able”.*” That is the truth of Adorno’s apergu: “Perhaps, a film strictly 
obeying the Hays Office code could succeed as a great work of art, 
but not in a world in which there is a Hays Office.”88 The 
fundamental fantasy is not the ultimate hidden truth, but the ultimate 
founding lie; this is why a distance towards the fantasy, a refusal to 
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‘stage it directly, does not simply bear witness to a force of repression, 
“but also enables us to articulate this fantasy’s falsity. 
. This obscene father, of course, is the very opposite of the Name- 
‘of-the-Father, the agent of the symbolic prohibition. So what is the 
‘Name-of-the-Father? Let us turn to Krzysztof Kieslowski’s Decalogue 
4, the story of Anka, whose mother is dead and who lives with 
‘Michal, her father. They get on well together, more colleagues than 
father and daughter. While Michal is on a trip abroad, Anka finds an 
‘envelope in his room with the inscription: “Not to be opened until 
after my death”. Inside that envelope is another, addressed, in her 
mother’s handwriting, to her. Instead of opening it, Anka forges a 
new letter in which her mother reveals that Michal is not her real 
father. Michal returns, Anka shows him this forged letter and offers 
herself to him, since she is not his daughter. Michal gently but firmly 
i'rejects her sexual advances, and leaves for another trip. Anka runs 
‘after him and confesses her forgery — mother’s real letter is still 
‘unopened. The two return home and burn the letter, preferring not 
“to know the truth. Here the (dead mother’s) letter definitely reaches 
fits addressee: after Anka and Michal have burnt it, the only thing 
that remains in Anka’s hands is the beginning of the letter, the 
words: “Father is not. . . .” I would insist that this message — arguably 
sthe mother’s real message — is to be considered complete, not 
truncated: the symbolic function of the father is to act as a no, as the 
‘agency of prohibition — that is to say, the “real” father ultimately 
‘simply gives body to this purely symbolic function, which is why 
‘Lacan plays with the homonymy between le Nom-du-Pére (the 
.Name-of-the-Father) and le Non-du-Pére (the No-of-the-Father). 
‘And the void of this No, of course, solicits perversions (pére-versions, 
as Lacan writes it: “versions of the father”), that is, perverse fantasies 
about what the person who is the bearer of this No “really wants”, 
about the obscene enjoyment that sustains this No.® 
Along the same lines, the true superego injunction is — in contrast 
to the Law’s precise prohibitions (‘You shall not kill, steal . . y- 
Just the truncated “You shall not!” — do what? This gap opens up 
the abyss of the superego: you yourself should know or guess what 
you should not do, so that you are put in an impossible position 
of always and a priori being under suspicion of violating some 
(unknown) prohibition. More precisely, the superego splits every 
determinate commandment into two complementary, albeit asym- 
Metrical, parts — “You shall not kill!”, for instance, is split into the 
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formal-indeterminate “You shall not!” and the obscene direct 
injunction “Kill!” The silent dialogue which sustains this operation 
is thus: “You shall not!” “I shall not — what? I have no idea what 
is being asked of me. Che vuoi?” “You shall not!” “This is driving 
me crazy, being under pressure to do something without knowing 
what, feeling guilty without knowing what for, so I’ll just explode, 
and start killing!” Killing is thus the desperate response to the 
impenetrable abstract superego prohibition. And this paradox pro- 
vides the co-ordinates of the Hannibal figure: his murderous rage 
can emerge only against the background of an abstract “You shall 
not... 

The exemplary case of such an obscene injunction is the New 
Age injunction to (re)discover the innocence/idiocy of one’s true 
Self. Therein lies the pornographic obscenity of Lars von Trier’s The 
Idiots: neither in its inclusion of “actual sex” in the narrative, nor in 
its blurring the clear line between fiction and documentary, but in 
its fundamental ideological project of having a group of “sane” 
middle-class people regressing to “idiocy”, letting the idiot in 
themselves be acted out — we have middle-class actors playing a 
group of people who play idiocy in order to release their innocent 
inner idiotic Selves from bourgeois constraints, Far from displaying 
a liberating effect of solidarity with fundamental forces of Life, such 
imitation of actual “idiots” is an obscene condescending joke, like 
“sane” people cruelly imitating a madman. It is here that Trier is the 
very opposite of Kieslowski: Kieslowski consciously chooses fiction 
against documentary in order not to transgress the limit of porno- 
graphic obscenity, while Trier’s foray into a mixture of documentary 
and fiction, far from liberating us from bourgeois constraints, merely 
releases the obscene idiocy of bourgeois existence itself. 

What, however, if Trier is aware of all this, since he introduces a 
working-class girl, a real “idiot”, who, having been deeply hurt by 
her family, turns for help to the group playing idiots who accept her 
readily? In other words, does he not — through the “extraneated” 
gaze of this girl — expose the falsity of the very expennment of freeing 
one’s “inner idiot”? So what if Trier’s point is precisely the impos- 
sibility (the feigned character) of every “regression” to authentic 
idiocy? Adorno once remarked that really enjoying the moment is 
the most difficult thing, and the same goes for regression to idiocy. 
Trier thus implicitly turns around the standard notion that we are 
imprisoned behind fragile false masks and nituals, in the superficial 
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shell of morality which can explode at any moment, revealing the 
primitive idiocy beneath: the problem is exactly the opposite one: 
how really to get rid of the apparently “superficial” mask of civilized 
symbolic rituals. In this respect, Idiots is close to Vinterberg’s Festen, 
in which the message is also not the one about disclosing the 
traumatic family secret that lurks beneath the civilized surface, 
threatening to explode at any moment, but, rather, the opposite 
one: even if the allegedly traumatic message is publicly disclosed, the 
“superficial” ritual of dinner is not disrupted, it drags on and on, ... 
There, in the tension between these two readings, is the ambiguity 
of Dogma films.” 

So, back to Hannibal: its fundamental lesson thus concerns the 
uncanny absolute proximity of trauma and fantasy: the two are never 


‘simply opposed (with fantasy serving as the protective shield against 


the raw Real of a trauma). There is always something utterly 
traumatic about directly confronting one’s fundamental fantasy — 


.such a confrontation, if it is not properly managed by the analyst, 


can easily lead to complete subjective disintegration. And, con- 


‘versely, there is always something fantasmatic about trauma: even 


the utmost trauma of collective rape, of concentration camp suffering 
and humiliation, can find strange resonances in our deepest disa- 
vowed fantasies; this is why, after being compelled to undergo such 
a horrible ordeal, the subject, as a rule, feels “irrationally” guilty, or 
at least besmirched — this is the ultimate proof of an unbearable 
Jjouissance.°* So, while the “classic” structuralist Lacan invites me to 
dare the truth, subjectively to assume the truth of my desire inscribed 
into the big Other, the later Lacan comes much closer to something 
like truth or dare: (the symbolic) truth is for those who do not dare — 
what? To confront the fantasmatic core of (the Real of) their 
Jouissance. At the level of jouissance, truth is simply inoperative, some- 
thing which ultimately doesn’t matter. 

Michael Haneke’s film Code Unknown tells the story of a group of 
characters including an illegal immigrant from Romania, a war 
‘photographer, and an actress (played by Juliette Binoche — a signifi- 
cant fact in the context of her role in Kieslowski’s Blue, since 
Haneke is already being hailed by some critics as the Kieslowski of 
the next decade). These characters occupy the same space, the same 
Streets, but they might as well inhabit different planets — even when 
they try to help one another, the results are often catastrophic. The 
Problem is not only that these individuals are alienated from each 
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other: they are already alienated from themselves, unable to display 
their true nature. 

In a key scene, a kind of “film-within-a-film”, Binoche is shown 
performing for the (unknown) director the thriller role of the 
prisoner of a serial killer; locked in a tightly isolated room, she is 
bombarded by the voice of her (unseen) tormentor: “Show me your 
true face!”; “Just be spontaneous!”; “Show me a true expression!” — 
if she does not comply with these demands, he will kill her. She is, 
of course, unable to understand what he means. In the guise of a 
fiction-within-a-fiction, this scene stages the truth of the film: none 
of the characters dares to expose his or her true face, their inner self, 
so no one knows anyone else — in the middle of modern Paris, these 
people are incapable of communicating with each other. This is 
what the film’s title refers to, beyond the obvious reference to the 
changed code for the entrance to the apartment building: “You can’t 
understand what is being said if you don’t know the code.” 

How, then, are we to read this deadlock? On the one hand, there 
is the obvious humanist reading: we should learn to display our true 
face, to be spontaneous, to show what we really feel and mean, and 
the world will be better, there will be more authentic communi- 
cation and solidarity, our acts will really relate to others ... How- 
ever, a wholly different reading also imposes itself: what if, precisely, 
there is no “unknown code” to be deciphered — what if the reality is that 
we don’t know the code because there is no code, no substantial 
psychological reality behind the masks we are wearing? This, pre- 
cisely, is what Lacan is aiming at with his proposition that “there is 
no big Other [il n’y a pas de grand Autre]”: there is no ultimate code 
regulating our exchanges. If we read the film in this way, then the 
mysterious voice addressing Binoche, far from being a benevolent 
agent of authentic communication, is the terrorist superego agency 
bombarding us with impossible and ultimately obscene demands 
(and does not the fact that this voice is the voice of a pathological 
murderer point in this direction?). 

Within “post-secular” thought, it is fashionable to emphasize the 
deficiency of the Cartesian ego: the human individual has to 
acknowledge his decentredness — he can be autonomous and fully 
human only if he can rely on the protective shield of some 
benevolent and loving Other. It is no longer “I think, therefore I 
am”, but “I am only in so far as there is someone out there who can 
love me” — or, to paraphrase Lacan’s dialectic of the eye and the 
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gaze, being-loved precedes love; I can truly love only in so far as I 
am already in the position of being loved by an Other. This Other 
can be given different twists, from the religious one (the unfathom- 
able Divine Other) to the psychoanalytic Kleinian one (although we 
have to cut short our symbiotic relationship with our mother, a 
mature person continues to maintain the reference to the sublated/ 
transubstantiated maternal figure as the loving and protective back- 
ground which gives him or her the courage and confidence to 
confront the world). Peter Sloterdijk, in Spheres,°4 has given the most 
systematic expression to this idea: once we are born, brutally thrown 
into the world, we try again and again to reconstitute the sphere of 
the maternal haven in the guise of family, ethnic community, the 
symbolic order (language) itself.... Here again, the gap between 
this approach and that of Lacan is immediately apparent: for Lacan, 
what happens at the end of the psychoanalytic treatment is that, 
precisely, I have to accept that “there is no big Other” — there is no 
one out there on whose protective care and love I can rely. In other 
words, the end of the treatment, the “traversing of the (fundamental) 
fantasy”, equals the acceptance of the radical atheist closure. 

What notion of ideology, then, is implied by Lacan’s theoretical 
edifice? In one of the early Marx Brothers movies, there is a 
hilarious “Why a duck?” scene: Groucho tells Chico that they have 
to meet someone at a viaduct, and Chico asks: “Why a duck?”; 
when Groucho explains to him that a viaduct is a large bridge 
across a valley, Chico persists: “Why a duck?” Groucho goes on 
explaining: “You know, a bridge! Under the bridge, there is a 
green meadow....” “Why a duck?” repeats Chico. So the 
exchange goes on: “In the midst of this meadow, there is a pond.” 
“Why a duck?” “In the pond, there are some ducks swim- 
ming... .” “So, that’s why a duck!” exclaims Chico triumphantly, 
getting it right for the wrong reason, as is often the case in ideo- 
logical legitimization. Following a wild etymology, the designation 
of'a name is explained here through the literal meaning of its parts: 
Why a duck? Because there are ducks swimming in the pond 
beneath it.... The key feature here is that the question (about why 
this name) is inscribed into the name itself. As we all know, the word 
“kangaroo” originated in a similar misunderstanding: when the first 
white explorers of Australia asked the aborigines: “What is this?”, 
Pointing at a nearby kangaroo, the aborigines did not get the point, 
So they answered “kangaroo,” which in their language meant 
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“What do you want?”, and the explorers misunderstood this ques- 
tion as the name for the kangaroo. 

If, then, this misperception of the question as a positive term, this 
inability to recognize the question, is one of the standard procedures 
of ideological misrecognition, then the very inanity of the Marx 
Brothers’ dialogue displays a critico-ideological dimension, in so far 
as it reintroduces the dimension of a question in what appears to be 
a positive designation: “viaduct” is really “why a duck?” Does not 
the logic of anti-Semitism rely on a similar misrecognition: while 
“the (anti-Semitic figure of the) Jew” appears to designate a certain 
ethnic group directly, it in fact merely encodes a series of questions 
— “Why are we exploited? Why are old customs falling apart?”, and 
so on ~ to which “the Jewish plot” is offered as the semblance of an 
answer. In other words, the first gesture of the critique of anti- 
Semitism is to read “the Jew” as “Why a Jew?” ... In common 
American parlance, the baseball phrase “Who's on first?”, once it 
had been mistaken for a positive statement in a comedy by Abbott 
and Costello, also started to function as an answer in the form of a 
question. 

When Christopher Hitchens tackled the difficult question of what 
the North Koreans really think of their “Beloved Leader” Kim Yong 

Il, he produced what is arguably the most succinct definition of 
ideology: “mass delusion is the only thing that keeps a people 
sane”.°° This paradox indicates the fetishistic split at the very heart 
of an effectively functioning ideology: individuals transpose their 
belief on to the big Other (embodied in the collective), which 
therefore believes in their place — individuals thus remain sane qua 
individuals, maintaining the distance towards the “big Other” of the 
official discourse. It is not only direct identification with the ideo- 
logical “delusion” which would drive individuals insane, but also the 
suspension of their (disavowed, displaced) belief. In other words, if 
individuals were deprived of this belief (projected onto the “big 
Other”), they would have to jump in and directly assume the belief 
themselves. (Perhaps this explains the paradox that many a cynic turns 
into a sincere believer at the very point where the “official” belief 
disintegrates.)°° This necessary gap in identification enables us to 
locate the agency of the superego: the superego emerges as the 
outcome of the failed interpellation: I recognize myself as Christian, 
yet deep in my heart I do not really believe in Christianity, and this 
awareness of not fully endorsing my interpellated symbolic identity 
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returns as the superego pressure of guilt. Does not this logic, 


however, conceal its exact opposite? At a “deeper” level, the 
superego gives expression to the guilt, to a betrayal, that pertains to 
the act of interpellation as such: interpellation qua symbolic identifi- 
cation with the Ego-Ideal is as such, in itself, a compromise, a way 
of “giving up on one’s desire”. The guilt of not being a true 
Christian functions as a superego pressure only in so far as it relies 
on a “deeper” guilt of compromising one’s desire by identifying as a 
Christian in the first place... . 

This is what Lacan meant by his claim that the true formula of 
materialism is not “God doesn’t exist”, but “God is unconscious”. 
Milena Jesenska wrote about Kafka in a letter to Max Brod: “Above 
all, things like money, stock-exchange, the foreign currency admin- 
istration, type-writer, are for him thoroughly mystical (what they 
effectively are, only not for us, the others).”°7 We should read this 
against the background of Marx’s analysis of commodity fetishism: 
the fetishist illusion lies in our real social life, not in our perception 
of it — a bourgeois subject knows very well that there is nothing 
magic about money, that money is just an object which stands for a 
set of social relations, but he nevertheless acts in real life as if he 
believed that money is a magic thing. This, then, gives us a precise 
insight into Kafka’s universe: Kafka was able to experience directly 
fantasmatic beliefs which we, “normal” people, disavow ~— Kafka’s 
“magic” is what Marx liked to call the “theological freakishness” of 
commodities. 

Lacan’s “God is unconscious” should not be confused with the 
Opposite Jungian New Age thesis “the Unconscious is God” ~ the 
difference between the two, that of the Hegelian inversion of subject 
and predicate, concerns the opposition between a lie and the truth. 
(The opposition here is exactly the same as the one between “A 
dream is life” and “Life is a dream”: while the first statement aims 
at a Nietzschean assertion of the dream as a full-blooded life- 
experience, the second expresses the attitude of melancholic despair 
a la Calderon: what is our life but a worthless dream, a pale shadow 
with no substance? ...) Lacan’s “God is unconscious” reveals the 
fundamental Lie that constitutes a person’s fantasmatic unity: what 
we encounter when we probe the innermost kernel of our being is 
not our true Self, but the primordial lie [proton pseudos] — secretly, 
we all believe in the “big Other”. In contrast, “the Unconscious is 
God” means that the Divine Truth dwells in the unexplored depths 
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of our personality: God is the innermost spiritual substance of our 
being, which we encounter when we delve into our true Self. 

Hitchens’s definition of ideology shows us how to answer the 
boring standard criticism of the application of psychoanalysis to 
social-ideological processes: is it “legitimate” to expand the use of 
the notions which were originally deployed for the treatment of 
individuals to collective entities, and to say, for instance, that religion 
is a “collective compulsive neurosis”? The focus of psychoanalysis is 
entirely different: the Social, the field of social practices and socially 
held beliefs, is not simply on a different level from individual 
experience, but something to which the individual him- or herself has 
to relate, something which the individual him- or herself has to experi- 
ence as an order which is minimally “reified”, externalized. The 
problem, therefore, is not “how to jump from the individual to the 
social level”; the problem is: how should the decentred socio-symbolic 
order of institutionalized practices/beliefs be structured, if the subject is to 
retain his or her “sanity”, his or her “normal” functioning? Which 
delusions should be deposited there so that individuals can remain 
sane? Take the proverbial egotist, cynically dismissing the public 
system of moral norms: as a rule, such a subject can function only if 
this system is “out there”, publicly recognized — that is to say, in 
order to be a cynic in private, he has to presuppose the existence of 
naive other(s) who “really believe”.°? 

This strange power of the belief in a symbolic fiction often 
produces an uncanny je sais bien, mais quand méme .. .: even if we 
are well aware that, in the well-known scene of eating shit from 
Pasolini’s Salo, the actors were in fact eating a delicious mixture of 
honey and the best Swiss chocolate, the effect upon the viewer 
(always supposing, of course, he or she is not a coprophague) is 
none the less one of disgust. This is how a true “cultural revolu- 
tion” should be conducted: not by directly targeting individuals, 
endeavouring to “re-educate” them, to “change their reactionary 
attitudes”, but by depriving them of support in the “big Other”, in 
the institutional symbolic order. 


Is There a Politics of Subtraction? 


This undermining of the “big Other” itself lies at the core of what 
Alain Badiou identified as the key feature of the twentieth century: 
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the “passion for the Real [Ja passion du réel]”.'° In contrast to the 


nineteenth century of utopian or “scientific” projects and ideals, 


plans about the future, the twentieth century aimed at delivering the 
‘thing itself; at directly realizing the longed-for New Order — or, as 


Fernando Pessoa put it: 


Do not crave to construct in the space 

for which you think that it lies in the future, 
that it promises you some kind of tomorrow. 
Realize yourself today, do not wait. 

You alone are your life. 


The ultimate and defining experience of the twentieth century was 
the direct experience of the Real as opposed to the everyday social 
reality — the Real in its extreme violence as the price to be paid for 
peeling off the deceptive layers of reality. In the trenches of World 
War I, Ernst Jiinger was already celebrating face-to-face combat as 
the authentic intersubjective encounter: authenticity resides in the 
act of violent transgression, from the Lacanian Real — the Thing 
Antigone confronts when she violates the order of the City — to the 
Bataillean excess. In the domain of sexuality itself, the icon of this 
“passion for the real” is Oshima’s Empire of the Senses, a 1970s 
Japanese cult movie in which the couple’s love relationship is 
radicalized into mutual torture until death (no wonder Lacan refers 
to this film in his Seminar XX: Encore). Is not the ultimate embodi- 
ment of the passion for the Real the option one gets on hard-core 
porn websites of observing the inside of a vagina from the vantage 
point of a tiny camera at the top of the penetrating dildo? At this 
extreme point, a shift occurs: when we get too close to the desired 
object, erotic fascination turns into disgust at the Real of the bare 
flesh. 

Remember the average American’s surprise after the events of 11 
September: “How is it possible that these people display and practise 
such a disregard for their own lives?” Is not the obverse of this 
Surprise the rather sad fact that we, in the First World countries, find 
it more and more difficult even to imagine a public or universal 
Cause for which we would be ready to sacrifice our life? When, 
after the bombings, even the Taleban Foreign Minister said that he 
could “feel the pain” of the American children, did he not thereby 
confirm the hegemonic ideological role of Bill Clinton’s trademark 
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phrase? It appears, in fact, as if the split between First World and the 
Third runs more and more along the lines of the opposition between 
leading a long satisfying life, full of material and cultural wealth, and 
dedicating one’s life to some transcendent Cause. 

Two philosophical references immediately suggest themselves 
apropos of this ideological antagonism between the Western 
consumerist way of life and Muslim fundamentalism: Hegel and 
Nietzsche. Is this antagonism not the one between what Nietzsche 
called “passive” and “active” nihilism? We in the West are the 
Nietzschean Last Men, immersed in shallow daily pleasures, while 
the Muslim fundamentalists are ready to risk everything, engaged in 
the struggle up to the point of their own self-destruction. (We 
cannot fail to note the significant role of the stock exchange in the 
WTC bombings on 11 September: the ultimate proof of their 
traumatic impact was that the New York Stock Exchange was closed 
for four days, and its opening the following Monday was presented 
as the key sign that things were returning to normal.) Perhaps this 
Nietzschean couple of active and passive nihilism encapsulates 
today’s tension in a more appropriate way than all the references to 
the post-traditional society and the fundamentalist resistances to it. 
Furthermore, if one perceives this opposition through the lens of the 
Hegelian struggle between Master and Servant, one cannot avoid a 
paradox: although we in the West are perceived as exploiting 
masters, we are the ones who occupy the position of the Servant 
who, since he clings to life and its pleasures, is unable to risk his life 
(recall Colin Powell’s notion of a high-tech war with no human 
casualties), while the Muslim fundamentalists are Masters ready to 
risk their life... . 

As Badiou demonstrated in his discussion of the Stalinist show 
trials, this violent effort to distil the pure Real from elusive reality 
necessarily ends up in its opposite — in the obsession with pure 
appearance: in the Stalinist universe, the passion for the Real 
(ruthless enforcement of Socialist development) thus culminates in 
ritualistic stagings of a theatrical spectacle in the truth of which no 
one believes. The key to this reversal lies in the ultimate impossibility 
of drawing a clear distinction between deceptive reality and some 
firm positive kernel of the Real: every positive bit of reality is a 
priori suspicious, since (as we know from Lacan) the Real Thing is 
ultimately another name for the Void. 

The pursuit of the Real thus equals total annihilation, a (self-) 
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destructive fury within which the only way to trace the distinction 
between the semblance and the Real is, precisely, to stage it in a fake 


spectacle. The fundamental illusion here is that once the violent 


work of purification is done, the New Man will emerge ex nihilo, 
freed from the filth of past corruption. Within this horizon, “really 
existing men” are reduced to the stock of raw material which can 
be ruthlessly exploited for the construction of the new — the Stalinist 
revolutionary definition of man is a circular one: “Man is what is to 
be crushed, stamped on, mercilessly worked over, in order to 
produce a new man.” Here we have the tension between the series 
of “ordinary” elements (“ordinary” men as the “material” of history) 
and the exceptional “empty” element (the Socialist “New Man”, 
which is at first nothing but an empty place to be filled with positive 
content through the revolutionary turmoil). In a revolution, there is 
no a priori positive determination of this New Man: a revolution is 
not legitimized by the positive notion of what Man’s essence — 
“alienated” in present conditions, and to be realized through the 
revolutionary process — is: the only legitimization of a revolution is 
negative, a will to break with the Past. 

We should formulate things in a very precise way: the reason 
why the Stalinist fury of purification is so destructive lies in the 
very fact that it is sustained by the belief that once the destructive 
work of purification has been accomplished, something will remain: 
the sublime “indivisible remainder”, the paragon of the New — 
Or, to quote Fernando Pessoa again: “The more Life putrefies now, 
the more manure there will be for the Future.” It is in order to 
conceal the fact that there is nothing beyond that, in a strictly 
perverse way, the revolutionary has to cling to violence as the only 
index of his authenticity; and it is on this level that critics of 
Stalinism usually misinterpret the cause of the Communist’s attach- 
ment to the Party. In 1939-41, when pro-Soviet Communists had 
to change their Party line twice overnight (after the Nazi-Soviet 
Pact, it was imperialism, not fascism, which was elevated to the 
tole of the main enemy; from 22 June 1941, when Germany 
attacked the Soviet Union, it was again the popular front against 
the fascist beast), the brutality of the imposed changes of position 
was what attracted them. Along the same lines, the purges them- 
Selves exerted an uncanny fascination, especially on intellectuals: 
their “irrational” cruelty served as a kind of ontological proof, 
bearing witness to the fact that we are dealing with the Real, not 
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just with empty plans — the Party is ruthlessly brutal, so it must 
mean business. . . . 

So, if the passion for the Real ends with the pure semblance of 
the political theatre, then, in an exact inversion, the “postmodern” 
passion for the semblance of the Last Men ends up in a kind of Real. 
Take the phenomenon of “cutters” (people — mostly women — who 
experience an irresistible urge to cut themselves with razors or 
otherwise hurt themselves), strictly correlative to the virtualization 
of our surroundings: this is a desperate strategy to return to the Real 
of the body. As such, cutting should be contrasted with normal 
tattoo inscriptions on the body, which guarantee the subject’s 
inclusion in the (virtual) symbolic order — the problem with cutters 
is the opposite one: the assertion of reality itself. Far from being 
suicidal, far from signalling a desire for self-annihilation, cutting is a 
radical attempt to (re)gain a stronghold in reality, or (another aspect 
of the same phenomenon) to ground our ego firmly in our bodily: 
reality, against the unbearable anxiety of perceiving oneself as non- 
existent. Cutters usually say that once they see the warm red blood 
flowing out of the self-inflicted wound, they feel alive again, firmly 
rooted in reality.'°' So although, of course, cutting is a pathological 
phenomenon, it is none the less a pathological attempt at regaining 
some kind of normalcy, at avoiding a total psychotic breakdown. 

On the market today, we find a whole series of products deprived 
of their malignant property: coffee without caffeine, cream without 
fat, beer without alcohol .. . Virtual Reality simply generalizes this 
procedure of offering a product deprived of its substance: it provides 
reality itself deprived of its substance, of the hard resistant kernel of 
the Real. Just as decaffeinated coffee smells and tastes like real coffee 
without being real coffee, Virtual Reality is experienced as a reality 
without being one. At the end of this process of virtualization, 
however, the inevitable Benthamite conclusion awaits us: reality is 
its own best semblance. 

Furthermore, was not the 11 September attack on the WTC with 
respect to the Hollywood catastrophe movies like snuff pornography 
versus ordinary sado-maso porno movies? This is the element of 
truth in Karl-Heinz Stockhausen’s provocative statement that the 
planes hitting the WTC towers was the ultimate work of art. We 
could in fact perceive the collapse of the WTC towers as the 
climactic conclusion of twentieth-century art’s “passion for the real” 
— the “terrorists” themselves did not do it primarily to cause real 
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material damage, but for the spectacular effect of it. The authentic 
twenticth-century passion to penetrate the Real Thing (ultimately, 
the destructive Void) through the cobweb of semblances which 
constitute our reality thus culminates in the thrill of the Real as the 


ultimate “effect”, sought after from digitalized special effects through 


reality TV and amateur pornography up to snuff movies. Snuff 
movies which deliver the “real thing” are perhaps the ultimate truth 
of Virtual Reality. There is an intimate connection between the 


virtualization of reality and the emergence of an infinite and infini- 


tized bodily pain, much stronger than the usual one: do not 
biogenetics and Virtual Reality combined open up new “enhanced” 
possibilities of torture, new and unheard-of horizons of extending 
our ability to endure pain (through widening our sensory capacity 
to bear it, through inventing new forms of inflicting it)? Perhaps the 
ultimate Sadian image of an “undead” victim of torture, who can 
bear endless pain without having at his or her disposal the escape 
into death, is also waiting to become reality. 

It is at this point that we confront the key questions: does the 
self-destructive outcome of the “passion for the real” mean that we 
should adopt the resigned arch-conservative attitude of keeping up 
appearances? Should our ultimate stance be one of “don’t probe too 
deeply into the Real, you might burn your fingers doing it”? There 
is another mode of approaching the Real, however, that is to say, 
the twentieth-century passion for the Real has two sides: that of 
purification and that of subtraction. Unlike purification, which endeav- 
ours to isolate the kernel of the Real through a violent peeling-off, 
subtraction starts from the Void, from the reduction (“subtraction”) 
of all determinate content, then tries to establish a minimal difference 
between this Void and an element which functions as its stand-in. 

Apart from Badiou himself, it was Jacques Ranciére who devel- 
Oped this structure as that of the politics of the “empty set”, of the 
“supernumerary” element which belongs to the set but has no 
distinctive place in it. What, for Ranciére, is politics proper?!°? A 
phenomenon which appeared for the first time in Ancient Greece 


‘when members of the demos (those with no firm, determined place 


in the hierarchical social edifice) not only demanded that their voice 
be heard against those in power, those who exerted social control — 
that is, they not only protested against the wrong [le torf] they 
suffered, and wanted their voice to be heard, to be recognized as 
included in the public sphere, on an equal footing with the ruling 
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oligarchy and aristocracy; even more, they, the excluded, those with 
no fixed place within the social edifice, presented themselves as the 
representatives, the stand-in, for the Whole of Society, for true 
Universality (“We — the ‘nothing’, not counted in the order — are 
the people, we are All against others who stand only for their 
particular privileged interest”), 

In short, political conflict is the tension between the structured 
social body in which each part has its place, and “the part with no- 
part” which unsettles this order on account of the empty principle 
of universality, of what Etienne Balibar calls égaliberté, the principled 
equality of all people qua speaking beings — up to the liumang, 
“hoodlums”, in present feudal-capitalist China: those who (with 
regard to the existing order) are displaced and float freely, without 
work-and-residence, but also cultural or sexual, identity and 
registration, !° 

Thus politics proper always involves a kind of short circuit 
between the Universal and the Particular: the paradox of a singulier 
universel, of a singular which appears as the stand-in for the Universal, 
destabilizing the “natural” functional order of relations in the social 
body. This identification of the non-part with the Whole, of the 
part of society with no properly defined place within it (or resisting 
the allocated subordinated place within it) with the Universal, is the 
elementary gesture of politicization, discernible in all great demo- 
cratic events from the French Revolution (in which le troisiéme état 
proclaimed itself identical to the Nation as such, against the aristoc- 
racy and the clergy) to the demise of ex-European Socialism (in 
which dissident “forums” proclaimed themselves representative of 
the entire society against the Party nomenklatura). 

In this precise sense, politics and democracy are synonymous: the 
basic aim of antidemocratic politics always and by definition is and 
was depoliticization — the unconditional demand that “things should 
return to normal”, with each individual doing his or her particular 
job. The same point can also be made in anti-Statist terms: those 
who are subtracted from the grasp of the State are not accounted 
for, counted in — that is to say, their multiple presence is not properly 
represented in the One of the State.!°4 In this sense, the “minimal 
difference” is the difference between the set and this surplus-element 
which belongs to the set but lacks any differential property which 
would specify its place within its edifice: it is precisely this lack of 
specific (functional) difference which makes it an embodiment of the pure 
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‘difference between the place and its elements. This “supernumerary” 
‘element is thus a kind of “Malevich in politics”, a square on a 
surface marking the minimal difference between the place and what 
"pakes place, between background and figure. In Ernesto Laclau and 


‘Chantel Mouffe’s terms, this “supernumerary” element emerges 


‘when we pass from difference to antagonism: since all qualitative 


differences inherent to the social edifice are suspended in it, it stands 
for “pure” difference as such, for the non-social within the field of 
the social. Or — to put it in terms of the logic of the signifier — in it, 
the Zero itself is counted as One. 

Is the opposition of purification and subtraction, then, ultimately 
that of State Power and resistance to it? Is it that once the Party 
takes State Power, subtraction reverses into purification, into an annihi- 
lation of the ‘“‘class enemy” that is all the more the total the more 
the subtraction was pure (since the democratic-revolutionary subject 
was devoid of any determinate property, any such property makes me 
suspect .. .)? The problem is how to pursue the politics of subtraction 
once one is in power?: how to avoid the position of the Beautiful Soul 
stuck in the eternal role of “resistance”, opposing Power without 
actually wanting to subvert it. Laclau’s standard answer (and also that 
of Claude Lefort) is: democracy. That is to say: the politics of sub- 
traction is democracy itself (not in its concrete liberal-parliamentary 
guise, but as the infinite Idea, to put it in Badiou’s Platonist terms). 
In a democracy, it is precisely the amorphous remainder without 
qualities which takes power, with no special qualifications justifying 
its members (in contrast to corporatism, one needs no particular 
qualifications to be a democratic subject); furthermore, in democ- 
racy, the rule of One is exploded from within, through the minimal 
difference between place and element: in democracy, the “natural” 
state of every political agent is opposition, and exerting power is an 
exception, a temporary occupation of the empty place of Power. It 
is this minimal difference between the place (of Power) and the 
agent/element (which exerts power) that disappears in premodern 
States, as well as in “totalitarianism”. 

Convincing as it may sound, one should reject this easy way out 
~ why? The problem with democracy is that the moment it is 
established as a positive formal system regulating the way a multitude 
of political subjects compete for power, it has to exclude some 
Options as “non-democratic”, and this exclusion, this founding decision 
about who is included in and who is excluded from the field of democratic 
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options, is not democratic. 1 am not playing formal-logical games with 
the paradoxes of meta-language, since at this precise point Marx’s 
insight remains fully valid: this inclusion/exclusion is overdetermined 
by the fundamental social antagonism (“class struggle”), which, for 
that very reason, can never be adequately translated into the form of 
democratic competition. 

The ultimate democratic illusion — and, simultaneously, the point 
at which the limitations of democracy become directly tangible — is 
that one can accomplish social revolution painlessly, through “peace- 
ful means”, by simply winning elections. This illusion is formalist in 
the strictest sense of the term: it abstracts from the concrete frame- 
work of social relations within which the democratic form is 
operative. As a result, although there is no point in ridiculing 
political democracy, we should none the less insist on the Marxist 
lesson, confirmed by the post-Socialist craving for privatization, on 


how political democracy has to rely on private property. In short, . 


the problem with democracy is not that it is a democracy, but — to 
use the phrase introduced apropos of the NATO bombing of 
Yugoslavia — its “collateral damage”: the fact that it is a form of State 
Power that involves certain relationships of production. Marx’s old 
notion of the “dictatorship of the proletariat”, reactualized by Lenin, 
points precisely in this direction, trying to provide an answer to the 
crucial question: what kind of power will there be after we take power?! 

In this sense, the revolutionary politics of the twenty-first century 
should remain faithful to the twentieth-century “passion for the 
Real”, repeating the Leninist “‘politics of purification” in the guise 
of the “politics of subtraction”. Although Lenin may appear to stand 
for the originating moment of the politics of purification, however, 
it would be more accurate to perceive him as the neutral figure in 
which both versions of the “passion for the Real” still coexist. Are 
not the factional struggles in revolutionary parties (and, I am tempted 
to add, psychoanalytic organizations) always struggles to define a 
“minimal difference”? Remember Lenin’s insistence, in the polemics 
at the time of the split between Bolsheviks and Mensheviks, on how 
the presence or absence of one single word in the Party statute can 
affect the fate of the movement for decades to come: the emphasis 
here is on the most “superficial” small difference, on the shibboleth 
of an accent in the formulation, which is revealed to have fateful 
consequences in the Real. 

In the good old days of Stalinism, and even until 1962 (the 
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: Twenty-second Congress of the Soviet Communist Party, with its 
‘more radical and public condemnation of Stalin), there was, at the 
‘top left-hand side of each issue of Pravda, a badge-like drawing of 
‘the side-by-side profiles of Lenin and Stalin. After 1962, with “de- 
‘Stalinization”, a rather strange thing happened: this drawing was 
‘replaced not by a drawing of Lenin alone, but by a redoubled drawing 


of Lenin: two identical Lenin profiles side by side. How are we to 
read this uncanny repetition? The reading which imposes itself is, of 
course, that the reference to the absent Stalin was retained in this 
compulsion to repeat Lenin. Here, we have the logic of the double 
at its purest — or, in other words, the perfect exemplification of 
Hegel’s thesis on tautology as the highest contradiction: Stalin is 


-Lenin’s uncanny double, his obscene shadow, at which we arrive by 
“simply redoubling Lenin. If, before “de-Stalinization”, the official 


hagiography evoked in a mantra-like way the Stalinist Gang of Four 
“Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin”, then, after 1962, they should have 
simply changed it to “Marx, Engels, Lenin, Lenin”... . However, 
there is another — perhaps much more productive — approach: what 
if the repetition of Lenin is the ultimate example of the logic of 
subtraction, of generating the minimal difference? 


Lacan and Badiou 


How, then, does Lacan’s theory relate to Badiou’s philosophy? It is 
Bruno Bosteels, a disciple of Badiou, who has provided the most 
detailed account of the difference between Badiou and the Lacanian 
approach.’°” What the two approaches share is the focus on the 
shattering encounter with the Real: on the “symptomal torsion” 
which causes the given symbolic situation to break down. What, 
then, happens at this point of the intrusion of utter negativity? 
According to Badiou, the opposition here is the one between 
impasse and passe. For Lacan, the ultimate authentic experience 
(“traversing the fantasy”) is that of fully confronting the fundamental 
impasse of the symbolic order; this tragic encounter with the 
impossible Real is the limit-experience of a human being: we can 
only endure it, we cannot force a passage through it. The political 
implications of this stance are obvious: while Lacan enables us to 
gain an insight into the falsity of the existing State, this insight is 
already “it”: there is no way of passing through it; every attempt to 
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impose a new order is denounced as illusory. From the point of the 
Real as absent cause, indeed, any ordered consistency must necess- 
arily appear to be imaginary in so far as it conceals this fundamental 
lack itself. Is this not the arch-conservative vision according to which 
the ultimate truth of being is the nullity of every Truth, the 
primordial vortex which threatens to draw us into its abyss? All we 
can do, after this shattering insight, is to return to the semblance, to 
the texture of illusions which allow us temporarily to avoid the view 
of the terrifying abyss, humbly aware of the fragility of this tex- 
ture. ... While, for Lacan, Truth is this shattering experience of the 
Void — a sudden insight into the abyss of Being, “not a process so 
much as a brief traumatic encounter, or illuminating shock, in the 
midst of common reality” — for Badiou, Truth is what comes 
afterwards: the long, arduous work of fidelity, of forcing a new law 
on to the situation.'°* The choice is thus: “whether a vanishing 
apparition of the real as absent cause (for Lacan) or a forceful 
transformation of the real into a consistent truth (for Badiou)”. 


the problem with this (Lacan’s] doctrine is precisely that, while never 
ceasing to be dialectical in pinpointing the absent cause and its divisive 
effects on the whole, it nevertheless remains tied to this whole itself and 
is thus unable to account for the latter’s possible transformation. | 
Surely anchored in the real as a lack of being, a truth procedure is that 
which gives being to this very lack. Pinpointing the absent cause or 
constitutive outside of a situation, in other words, remains a dialectical 
yet idealist tactic, unless this evanescent point of the real is forced, 
distorted, and extended, in order to give consistency to the real as a new 
generic truth. 


Here Bosteels recalls Badiou’s opposition between Sophocles and 
Aeschylus. Not only Lacanian psychoanalysis but psychoanalysis as 
such, its entire history, was focused on the Sophoclean topic of 
Oedipus’ family: from Oedipus confronting the unbearable Thing, 
the horror of his crime, the horror that is impossible to bear — when 
you become aware of what you have done, you have no option but 
to blind yourself — to Antigone’s fateful step into the lethal zone 
between the two deaths, which provokes Creon’s superego rage 
destined to conceal the void of the Thing. To this Sophoclean 
couple of superego/anxiety, Badiou opposes the Aeschylean couple 
of courage and justice: the courage of Orestes, who dares to perform 
his act, the justice (re-)established by the new Law of Athena. 


FOREWORD TO THE SECOND EDITION Ixxxiii 


, Convincing as this example is, we cannot avoid the obvious 
question: is not this new Law imposed by Athena the patriarchal 
Law based on the exclusion/repression of what then returns as the 
‘obscene superego fury? The more fundamental issue, however, is: is 
Lacan really unable to think of a procedure which gives being to the 
yery lack itself? Is this not the work of sublimation? Does not 
sublimation precisely “give being to this very lack”, to the lack as/ 
of the impossible Thing, in so far as sublimation is “an object 
‘elevated to the dignity of a Thing” (Lacan’s standard definition of 
‘sublimation from Seminar VII: The Ethics of Psychoanalysis)? This is 
why Lacan links death-drive and creative sublimation: the death- 
drive does the negative work of destruction, of suspending the 
existing order of Law, thereby, as it were, clearing the table, opening 
up the space for sublimation, which can (re)start the work of 
creation. Both Lacan and Badiou thus share the notion of a radical 
‘cut/rupture, “event”, encounter with the Real, which opens up the 
‘space for the work of sublimation, of creating the new order; the 
distance which separates them is to be sought elsewhere ~ where? 
This is how Bosteels describes the modality of the truth-procedure: 


_ Setting out from the void which prior to the event remains indiscernible 
in the language of established knowledge, a subjective intervention names 
the event which disappears no sooner than it appears; it faithfully 
connects as many elements of the situation as possible to this name which 
is the only trace of the vanished event, and subsequently forces the 
extended situation from the bias of the new truth as if the latter were 
indeed already generally applicable. 


The key words in this faithful rendering of Badiou’s position are the 
seemingly innocent “as if”: in order to avoid the Stalinist désastre, 
which is grounded in the misreading of the new truth as directly 
applicable to the situation, as its ontological order, we should 
proceed only as if the new truth is applicable. .. . Can we imagine a 
more direct application of the Kantian distinction between constitu- 
tive principles (a priori categories which directly constitute reality) 
and regulative ideas, which should be applied to reality only in the 
as if mode (we should act as if reality is sustained by a teleological 
order; as if there is a God and an immortal soul, etc.)? When Badiou 
asserts the “unnameable” as the resistance point of the Real, the 
“indivisible remainder” which prevents the “forceful transformation” 
that would conclude its work, this assertion is strictly correlative to 
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the as if mode of the post-evental work of forcing the Real: it is 
because of this remainder that the work of truth can never leave this 
conditional mode behind. 

So when Bosteels claims: 


there is something more than just awkward in the criticism according to 
which Badiou’s Being and Event would later get trapped in a naive 
undialectical, or even pre-critical separation of these two spheres — being 
and event, knowledge and truth, the finite animal and the immortal 
subject 


one can only add: yes, and that “more” is that this criticism is valid. 
Already for Kant, there is no subjective purity (such a position is 
accessible only to a saint and because of its finitude, no human being 
can attain this position): the Kantian subject is the name for an 
interminable ethical work, and purity is merely the negative measure 
of our everlasting impurity (when we accomplish an ethical act, we 
can never pretend or know that we did not, in fact, do it because of 
some pathological motivation). And it is Badiou who is deeply 
Kantian in his gap between the “eternity” of, say, the idea of justice, 
and the interminable work of forcing it into a situation. And what 
about Badiou’s repeated insistence that “consequences in reality” do 
not matter; that — apropos of the passage from Leninism to Stalinism, 
for example — one cannot conceive of Stalinism as the revealed truth 
of Leninism? What about his insistence that the process of truth is 
not affected in any way by what goes on at the level of being? For 
Badiou, a certain truth-procedure ceases for strictly inherent reasons, 

when its sequence is exhausted — what matters is sequence, not 

consequence. This means is that the irreducible impurity has its 

measure in the eternity of the pure Truth as its inherent measure: 

although the Idea of egalitarian Justice is always realized in an impure 

way, through the arduous work of forcing it upon the multiplicity 

of the order of being, these vicissitudes do not affect the Idea itself, 

which shines through them. 

The key to Badiou’s opposition of Being and Event is the 
preceding split, within the order of Being itself, between the pure 
multitude of the presence of beings (accessible to mathematical 
ontology) and their re-presentation in some determinate State of 
Being: all of the multitude of Being can never be adequately 
represented in a State of Being, and an Event always occurs at the 
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‘site of this surplus/remainder which eludes the grasp of the State. 
“The question, therefore, is that of the precise status of this gap 
'‘petween the pure multitude of presence and its representation in 
‘$eate(s). Again, the hidden Kantian reference is crucial here: the gap 
which separates the pure multiplicity of the Real from the appearing 
‘of a “world” whose co-ordinates are given in a set of categories 
‘which predetermine its horizon is the very gap which, in Kant, 
‘separates the Thing-in-itself from our phenomenal reality — that is, 
from the way things appear to us as objects of our experience. 
«. The basic problem remains unsolved both by Kant and by Badiou: 
how does the gap between the pure multiplicity of being and its 
_appearance in the multitude of worlds arise? How does being appear to 
itself? Or, to put it in “Leninist” terms: the problem is not whether 
there is some reality beneath the phenomenal world of our experi- 
ence; the true problem is exactly the opposite one — how does the 
gap open up within the absolute closure of the Real, within which 
elements of the Real can appear? Why the need for the pure 
multitude to be re-presented in a State? When Bosteels writes that 
-the state of a situation is “an imposing defense mechanism set up to 
guard against the perils of the void”, we should therefore raise a 
naive but none the less crucial question: where does this need for 
defence come from? Why are we not able simply to dwell in the 
void? Is it not that there already has to be some tension/antagonism 
that is operative within the pure multitude of Being itself? In other 
words, is Badiou, in overlooking this topic, close to Deleuze, his 
great opponent? Furthermore, in contrast to the pure indifferent 
multitude of Being, there is a conflicting multiplicity of States of 
Being; an Event emerges at the site of the interstices of States — the 
second key issue, therefore, is the nature of the conflicting coexis- 
tence of States. 

Badiou’s oscillation apropos of the Event is crucial here: while he 
links the Event to its nomination and opposes any mystical direct 
access to it, any Romantic rhetorics of immersion into the Nameless 
Absolute Thing, Badiou is nevertheless continually gnawed by 
doubts about the appropriateness of nominations (apropos of Marx- 
ism, for example, he claims that we still lack the proper name for 
what actually occurred in the revolutionary turmoil of the last few 
centuries — that “class struggle” is not an appropriate nomination). 
We see this deadlock at its purest when Badiou defines the “per- 
verse” position of those who try to behave as if there was no Event: 
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Badiou’s “official” position is that the Event is radically subjective (it 
exists only for those who commit themselves to it); how, then, can 
the pervert ignore something which is not there for him at all? Is it 
not that the Event must then have a status which cannot be reduced 
to the circle of subjective recognition/nomination, so that those 
within the situation from which the Event emerged who ignore the 
Event are also affected by it? In short, what Badiou seems to miss 
here is the minimal structure of historicity (as opposed to mere 
historicism), which resides in what Adorno called “die Verbindlichkeit 
des Neuen/the power of the New to bind us”!: when something 
truly New emerges, we cannot go on as if it has not happened, since 
the very fact of this New changes all the co-ordinates. After 
Schoenberg, composers cannot continue to write music in the old 
Romantic tonal mode; after Kandinsky and Picasso, artists cannot 
paint in the old figurative way; after Kafka and Joyce, writers cannot 
write in the old realist way. More precisely: of course they can do 
so, but if they do, these old forms are no longer the same; they have 
lost their innocence, and now look like a nostalgic fake. 

From these remarks, we can return to Bosteels’s basic criticism, 
according to which psychoanalysis: 


collapses into an instantaneous act what is in reality an ongoing and 
impure procedure, which from a singular event leads to a generic truth 
by way of a forced return upon the initial situation. Whereas for Zizek, 
the empty place of the real that is impossible to symbolize is somehow 
already the act of truth itself, for Badiou a truth comes about only by 
forcing the real and by displacing the empty place, so as to make the 
impossible possible. “Every truth is post-evental,” Badiou wnites. 


The first misunderstanding to be dispelled here is that, for Lacan, 
the Event (or Act, or encounter with the Real) does not occur in the 
dimension of truth. For Lacan also, “truth is post-evental”, albeit in a 
different sense than for Badiou: truth comes afterwards, as the 
Event’s symbolization. Along the same lines, when Bosteels quotes 
the lines from my Sublime Object about “traversing the fantasy” as 
the “almost nothing” of the anamorphic shift of perspective, as the 
unique shattering moment of the complete symbolic alteration in 
which, although nothing has changed in reality, all of a sudden 
“nothing remains the same”, we should not forget that this instanta- 
neous reversal is not the end, but the beginning. the shift which opens up 
the space for the “post-evental” work; to put it in Hegelese, it is the 


FOREWORD TO THE SECOND EDITION Ixxxvii 


: “positing of the presupposition” which opens the actual work of 
positing. 


110 


Nowhere is the gap which separates Badiou from Lacan more 


‘clearly evident than apropos of the four discourses (the hysteric’s 
‘discourse, the master’s discourse, the pervert’s discourse, and the 


miystic’s discourse); through a criticism of Lacan, Badiou recently (in 
his latest seminars) proposed his own version of these discourses. At 
the beginning, there is the hysteric’s discourse: in the hysterical 
subject, the new truth explodes in an event, it is articulated in the 


‘guise of an inconsistent provocation, and the subject itself is blind to 


the true dimension of what it stumbled upon — think of the 


_proverbial unexpected outburst to the beloved: “I love you!”, which 


surprises even the one who utters it. It is the master’s task properly 


‘to elaborate the truth into a consistent discourse, to work out its 


sequence. The pervert, on the contrary, works as if there was no 
truth-event, categorizes the effects of this event as if they can be 
accounted for in the order of knowledge (for example, a historian of 
the French Revolution like Frangois Furet, who explains it as the 
outcome of the complexity of the French situation in the late 
eighteenth century, depriving it of its universal scope). To these 
three one should add the mystic’s discourse, the position of clinging 
to the pure In-Itself of the truth that is beyond the grasp of any 
discourse, 

There is a series of interconnected differences between this notion 
of four discourses and Lacan’s matrix of four discourses;!!! the two 
Principal ones concern the opposition of Master and Analyst. First, 
in Lacan, it is not the hysteric but the Master who performs the act 
of nomination: he pronounces the new Master-Signifier which 
restructures the entire field; the Master’s intervention is momentary, 
unique, singular, like the magic touch which shifts the perspective 
and, all of a sudden, transforms chaos into the New Order — in 
contrast to the discourse of the University which elaborates the 
sequence from the new Master-Signifier (the new system of knowl- 
edge).!!2 The second difference is that in Badiou’s account there is no 


‘place for the discourse of the analyst — its place is held by the mystical 


discourse fixated on the unnameable Event, resisting its discursive 
elaboration as inauthentic. For Lacan, there is no place for an 
additional mystical discourse, for the simple reason that such a 
mystical stance is not a discourse (a social link) — and the discourse of 
the analyst is precisely a discourse which takes as its “agent”, its 
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structuring principle, the traumatic kernel of the Real which acts as 
an insurmountable obstacle to the discursive link, introducing into it 
an indelible antagonism, an impossibility, a destabilizing gap. 

That is the true difference between Badiou and Lacan: what 
Badiou precludes is the possibility of devising a discourse which has 
as its structuring principle the unnameable “indivisible remainder” 
that eludes the discursive grasp ~ that is to say, for Badiou, when we 
are confronted with this remainder, we should name it, transpose it 
into the master’s discourse, or stare at it in mystified awe. This 
means that we should turn Badiou’s criticism of Lacan back against 
Badiou himself: it is Badiou who is unable to expand the encounter 
with the Real into a discourse, Badiou for whom this encounter, if 
It 1s to start to function as a discourse, has to be transposed into a 
Master’s discourse. 

The ultimate difference between Badiou and Lacan, therefore, 
concerns the relationship between the shattering encounter with the 
Real and the ensuing arduous work of transforming this explosion 
of negativity into a new order: for Badiou, this new order ‘“‘sublates” 
the exploding negativity into a new consistent truth; while for 
Lacan, every Truth displays the structure of a (symbolic) fiction, that 
is, it is unable to touch the Real. Does this mean that Badiou is right 
when he says that Lacan, in a paradigmatic gesture of what Badiou 
calls “anti-philosophy”, relativizes truth to just another narrative/ 
symbolic fiction which forever fails to grasp the “irrational” hard 
kernel of the Real? Here we should recall the three dimensions of 
the Lacanian Real: far from being reduced to the traumatic Void of 
the Thing which resists symbolization, it also designates the senseless 
symbolic consistency (of the “matheme”), as well as the pure 
appearance that is irreducible to its causes (‘the real of an illusion”). 
So Lacan not only does supplement the Real as the void of the 
absent cause with the Real as consistency; he adds a third term, that 
of the Real as pure appearing, which is also operative for Badiou in 
the guise of what he calls the “minimal difference” which arises 
when we subtract all fake particular difference ~ from the minimal 
“pure” difference between figure and background in Malevich’s 
White Square on White Surface, up to the unfathomable minimal 
difference between Christ and other men. 
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‘$urplus-Enjoyment 


‘At its most elementary, the Real is an anamorphic stain which pops 
‘yp all of a sudden in the midst of reality; such a stain (like the ink 
‘tain which spills on to the table all of a sudden in Decalogue 1'") 
sdoes not function merely as part of reality; it is not a mere stain in 
‘teality — rather, it indicates a process of the ontological disintegration 
‘of reality itself, Remember the Chernobyl nuclear plant accident in 
1985: the horror of it was that it seemed as if we were not dealing 
awith an accident within our reality, as if the very texture of reality 
was falling apart — a kind of real counterpart to the computer viruses 
‘which cause the disintegration of the virtual texture in which we 
Xusers) are immersed.!!4 There is an echo of it even in biogenetic 
‘monstrosities like a cow born with a gigantic ear instead of a head. 
With the advent of scientific technology, all these images of the 
Sadeian “second death” are becoming a real possibility. This domain 
‘between the two deaths is that of the Undead, of a spectral Evil 
which persists beyond death. “Apropos very bad people, it is actually 
not possible to even imagine that they will die.”!!5 This impossibility 
for them to die is, of course, a fundamental fantasmatic feature: even 
if they die in reality, we cannot accept it, they continue to haunt us 
>» their Evil makes them “larger than life”, undead spectral entities. 

. This is why the two features of Sylvia’s Plath’s late poetry are 
strictly correlative: on the one hand, the temporal paradox of 
“Daddy” formulated by Jacqueline Rose: the father must be killed 
in so far as he is already dead;"!® on the other, the fact that “these 
Poems read as though they were written posthumously”.!!7 In both 
Cases, we are dealing with the space “between the two deaths”: the 
father to be killed is (biologically) already dead, so what has to be 
killed is the paternal spectre haunting Sylvia; Sylvia herself, on the 
contrary, is biologically still alive, while she treats herself as (symbol- 
ically) already dead. And that is also one of the great lessons of 
Psychoanalysis: the only way to react to the haunting paternal 
pee to the undead father, is to treat myself as if I am already 

lead... 

This brings us back to the dimension indicated by the subtitle of 
For they know not what they do: “Enjoyment as a Political Factor”. 
Take Sylvia Plath’s fascination with the “dirty” side of her body (the 
Clogged pores of her skin, her sinuses full of mucus, her menstrual 
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blood, her throwing-up); in a bizarre passage written when she was 
an undergraduate student, she celebrates “the illicit sensuous delight 
I get from picking my nose”: 


There are so many subtle variations of sensation. A delicate, pointed- 
nailed fifth finger can catch under dry scabs and flakes of mucus in the 
nostril and draw them out to be looked at, crumbled between fingers, and 
flicked to the floor in minute crusts. Or a heavier, determined forefinger 
can reach up and smear down-and-out the soft, resilient, elastic greenish- 
yellow smallish blobs of mucus, roll them round and jellylike between 
thumb and forefinger, and spread them on the under-surface of a desk or 
chair where they will harden into organic crusts. How many desks and 
chairs have I thus secretly befouled since childhood? Or sometimes there 
will be blood mingled with the mucus: in dry brown scabs, or bright 
sudden wet red on the finger that scraped too rudely the nasal membranes. 
God, what a sexual satisfaction! It is absorbing to look with new sudden 
eyes on the old worn habits: to see a sudden luxurious and pestilential 
“snot-green sea,” and shiver with the shock of recognition.''8 


These “minute joys” are definitely Plath’s sinthomes: there is no need 
to search for their “deeper” meaning — they are simply what they 
are, a certain “knot” around: which varieties of jouissance circulate. 
And it is not enough to oppose this pleasure-in-filth to the obses- 
sively cleansing side of Plath — in this unique case, the two coincide, 
since nose-picking is the cleaning operation par excellence; that is to 
say, in it, we can have our cake (cleaning our body) and eat it 
(enjoying the dirt)... . 

Today, in our post-traditional “reflexive” societies, we encounter 
this enjoyment in its pure, distilled form in the guise of excessive, 
non-functional cruelty as a feature of contemporary life: a cruelty 
whose figures range from “fundamentalist” racist and/or religious 
slaughter to “senseless” outbursts of violence by adolescents and the 
homeless in our megalopolises, a violence that is not grounded in 
utilitarian or ideological reasons. What we encounter here is indeed 
Id-Evil, that is, an Evil structured and motivated by the most 
elementary imbalance in the relationship between the Ego and 
Jouissance, by the tension between pleasure and the foreign body of 
Jouissance at its very heart. Id-Evil thus stages the most elementary 
“short circuit” in the subject’s relationship to the primordially 
missing object-cause of his desire: what “bothers” us in the “other” 
Jew, Japanese, African, Turk) is that he appears to entertain a 
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yrivileged relationship to the object — the other either possesses the 
ject-treasure, having snatched it away from us (which is why we 
Jon’t have it), or poses a threat to our possession of the object. Here 
should suggest an ultimate symmetry between these “useless” 
“excessive” outbursts of violent immediacy, which display 
nothing but a pure and naked (“non-sublimated”) hatred of Other- 
ess, and the global reflexivization of society. 
“sy In psychoanalytic practice itself, the price of the global reflexiviza- 
igion of interpretation (“there is no outside-of-the-text”, everything 
becomes interpretation, the Unconscious interprets itself) is that the 
sgnalyst’s interpretation itself loses its “symbolic efficiency”, and leaves 
symptom intact in the immediacy of its idiotic jouissance. The 
sponse of a neo-Nazi skinhead who, when he is really pressed to 
4 reveal the reasons for his violence, suddenly starts to talk like social 
ees sociologists and social psychologists, citing diminished social 
mobility, rising insecurity, the disintegration of paternal authority, 
Jack of maternal love in his early childhood, points in the same 
@irection: the unity of practice and its inherent symbolization disinte- 
grates into raw violence and its impotent, inefficient interpretation. 
'\. This impotence of interpretation is the necessary obverse of the 
‘universalized reflexivity hailed by risk-society theorists: when Lacan, 
im his later work, opposes the level of symbolic interpretation and 
‘the Real of the enjoying body impervious to interpretation, this is 
fot only a general theoretical point but a precise diagnosis of our 
“postmodern” condition. This unconditional enjoyment is the 
@njoyment “within the limits of reason alone”, contrary to the 
#ommon notion according to which reason imposes upon enjoyment 
the logic of moderation, preventing us from enjoying excessively: it 
i$ only when enjoyment is affected by the infinity of Reason that it 
surpasses the pragmatic limitations of pleasure, and asserts itself as 
Pleasure-in-pain. This is also how one should read Lacan’s Kant avec 
Sade, that is, Sade as the truth of Kant: the Sadeian purely rational, 
cold mechanistic combination of endless and excessive orgies is sex 
unconstrained by any “pathological” considerations (“No, I can’t do 
that, it would be too painful . . .”), sex under the sign of “Du kannst, 
denn Du sollst!/You can, because you should!” — in short, sex within 
the limits of reason alone. 
The easiest way to detect ideological surplus-enjoyment in an ideologi- 
Cal formation is to read it as a dream, and analyse the displacernent 
@t work in it. Freud reports a dream of one of his patients which 
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consists of a simple scene: the patient is at the funeral of one of his 
relatives. The key to the dream (which repeats a real-life event from 
the previous day) is that, at this funeral, the patient unexpectedly 
encounters a woman, his old love for whom he still has very deep 
feelings — far from being a masochistic dream, this dream thus simply 
articulates the patient’s joy at meeting his old love again. 

Is not the mechanism of displacement at work in this dream 
strictly homologous to the one elaborated by Fredric Jameson 
apropos of a science-fiction film which takes place in California in 
the near future, after a mysterious virus has rapidly killed a great 
majority of the population? When the film’s heroes wander through 
the empty shopping malls, with all the merchandise intact and at 
their disposal, is not this libidinal gain of having access to material 
goods without the alienating market machinery the true point of the 
film, occluded by the displacement of the official focus of the 
narrative on to the catastrophe caused by the virus? On an even 
more elementary level, is it not a cliché of science-fiction theory 
that the true message of the novels or films about a global catastrophe 
lies in the sudden reassertion of social solidarity and a spirit of 
collaboration among the survivors? It is as if, in our society, global 
catastrophe is the price we have to pay for access to solidary 
collaboration. . . . !?° 

When my eldest son was small, his most cherished personal 
possession was a specially large “survival knife” whose handle con- 
tained a compass, a sachet of water-sterilizing powder, a fishing 
hook and line, and other similar items — totally useless in our social 
reality, but perfectly in tune with the survivalist fantasy of finding 
oneself alone in the wild. It is this same fantasy which, perhaps, give 
us a clue to the success of Joshua Piven’s and David Borgenicht’s 
surprise bestseller The Worst-Case Scenario Survival Handbook. I will 
mention just two supreme examples from it. What do you do if an 
alligator has its jaws closed around your limb? (Answer: tap or punch 
the alligator on the snout, because alligators automatically react to 
this by opening their jaws.) What do you do if you confront a lion 
which threatens to attack you? (Answer: try to make yourself appear 
bigger than you are by opening your coat wide.) The joke of the 
book thus consists in the discrepancy between its enunciated content 
and its position of enunciation: the situations it describes are in fact 
serious, and the solutions are correct — the only problem is: Why are 
the authors telling us all this? Who needs advice like this?!?? 
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_ The underlying irony is that, in our individualistic competitive 
gociety, the most useless advice concerns survival in extreme physical 
ituations — what we actually need is the very opposite: Dale 
{Carnegie-type books which tell us how to win over (manipulate) 
ther people: the situations in The Worst-Case Scenario lack any 
symbolic dimension: they reduce us to pure survival machines. In 
short, The Worst-Case Scenario became a bestseller for the very same 
reason as Sebastian Jiinger’s The Perfect Storm, the book (and film) 
about the struggle for survival of a fishing vessel caught in the “storm 
of the century” east of the Canadian coast in 1991: they both stage 
the fantasy of the pure encounter with a natural threat in which the 
gocio-symbolic dimension is suspended. In a way, The Perfect Storm 
even provides the secret utopian background of The Worst-Case 
‘Scenario: only in such extreme situations can an authentic intersubjec- 
tive community, held together by solidarity, emerge. Let us not 
forget that The Perfect Storm is ultimately a book about the solidarity 
‘of a small working-class collective!!?? The humorous appeal of The 
‘Worst-Case Scenario can thus be read as bearing witness to our utter 
‘alienation from nature, exemplified by lack of contact with “real- 
life” dangers. 

«We all know the standard pragmatic-utilitarian criticism of an 
‘abstract humanist education: who needs philosophy, Latin quotes, 
iclassic literature? — we should, rather, learn how to act and create 
in real-life... . Well, in The Worst-Case Scenario, we get such real- 
life lessons, with the result that they bear an uncanny resemblance 
fo the useless classic humanist education. Recall the proverbial 
scenes of drilling young pupils, boring them to death by making 
them mechanically repeat formulas (like the conjugations of Latin 
Werbs) — The Worst-Case Scenario counterpoint would have been a 
%cene of forcing elementary-school children to learn by heart the 
Answers to the predicaments this book describes by repeating them 
‘Mechanically after the teacher: “When an alligator bites your leg, 
you punch it on the snout! When a lion confronts you, you open 
your coat wide!’’!*4 


Limited insight into the secret police archives of the ex-Communist 
States in the last decade seems to confirm the thesis in For they know 
fot what they do about the post-Oedipal structure of “totalitarian” 
Political space: was not the GPU (the Soviet secret police) the 


Ultimate Deleuzian rhizome, spreading its tentacles throughout the 
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social body, undermining Oedipal links (for example, encouraging 
children to denounce their parents)? Even dogs did not escape the 
clutches of this rhizome. After the fall of the Berlin Wall and the 
disintegration of the GDR, no one knew what to do with the six 
hundred trained dogs used by the border patrols to prevent illegal 
crossings. At first, many people bought them as watchdogs, because 
they were expected to be ferociously aggressive; those who bought 
them, however, were soon disappointed: these dogs almost never 
barked or attacked anyone — they were, rather, sad loners, preferring 
just to crawl silently in the shadow of some edifice resembling a 
high wall. . . . After six months’ retraining, however, it was possible 
to “resocialize” them, turning them not into aggressive beasts, but 
into vivacious animals always ready to play with children. Let me 
dedicate this new edition of For they know not what they do to those 
dogs. 


Notes 


1, For a more detailed development of the three Reals, see Chapter 2 of Slavoj 
Zikek, On Belief, London: Routledge 2001. 

2. The triad Real-Symbolic—Imaginary also determines the three modes of the 
subject’s decentrement: the Real (which pertains to neurobiology: the neuronal 
network as the objective reality of our illusory psychic self-experience); the 
Symbolic (the symbolic order as the Other Scene by which I am spoken, which 
actually pulls the strings); and the Imaginary (the fundamental fantasy itself, the 
decentred imaginary scenario that is inaccessible to my psychic experience). 

3. See Robert B. Brandom: Making It Explicit, Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer- 
sity Press 1994, 

4. See Chapter 24 of The Seminar of Jacques Lacan. Book Il: The Ego in Freud’s 
Theory and in the Technique of Psychoanalysis, New York: Norton 1988. 

5. See Terry Eagleton, “Eliot and Common Culture”, in Eliot in Perspective, ed. 
Graham Martin, New York: Humanities Press 1970. It is for this same reason that I 
often call myself an “arch-Stalinist”. The first reaction of the normal academic 
public to this is outright rejection: I cannot be serious! What do I actually mean? Is 
this just cheap provocation, or an extravagant intellectual game? This first negative 
reaction of perplexity, prior to the possible enumeration of reasons for and against, 
is the truth of it, and this is what I am in fact aiming to do: simply to indicate that I 
do not participate in the game, that | am outside. 

6, See Hubert Dreyfus, On the Intemet, London: Routledge 2001. 

7. Here I am tempted to mention Shadow of a Vampire (2000, directed by E. Elias 
Merhige), a film about the making of Murnau’s great silent “symphony of Evil” 
Nosferatu; the film’s premiss is that the actor Max Schreck (an obvious pseudonym), 
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Ngho played Nosferatu, really was a vampire, and was simply playing himself — hence 
Bie terrifying power of his performance. The most sublime moment is the scene 
iNwhere, in the middle of the night, when everyone else is asleep, the vampire starts 
a play with the cinema projector, observing the shadow his own hand projects on 
to the screen when he puts it between the projector's light and the wall, and so on, 
ie if recognizing that this domain of ethereal spectral apparitions is his home 
Sgerritory, his own domain. Vampires, these figures of the Real if ever there were, 
baie at the same time not figures of our bodily reality, but entities which belong to 
‘fhe pre-ontological domain of spectral apparitions. 
(*i 8. Jacqueline Rose, The Haunting of Sylvia Plath, London: Virago 1991, p. 179. 
mt 9, See Jacques Lacan, “The Meaning of Phallus”, in Ecrits, New York: Norton 
14979. 
fe 10..N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press 1999. 
"41. Ibid., p. 30. 
12. Ibid., p. 33. 
_ 13. See Claude Lévi-Strauss, Introduction to the Work of Marcel Mauss, New York: 
' Routledge 1987. 
14. In 1756, a large posse tried to catch a thief hiding on Akrafjall, a hill east of 
ithe town of Akranes in Iceland; the thief escaped his pursuers by simply joining 
‘ther — after disguising himself, he pretended to be one of the volunteer vigilantes 
who were searching for him. . . . This situation was the obverse of that of Oedipus, 
who was also searching for the criminal who was himself: in the case of Oedipus, 
his search was sincere, since he simply did not know that he had committed the 
| crimes, and the moment when he was compelled to acknowledge his own guilt was 
tthe moment of horrible catastrophe; the poor thief, on the other hand, knew very 
‘Awell that the posse were looking for him, and he joined the vigilantes in order to 
isprevent them finding him. It is crucial to supplement the tragic Oedipus version with 
“this comic one, which reveals the truth of the tragic one: the best way to avoid 
being caught is to join those who are trying to catch you. 
15. Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, p. 31. 
'' 16. To these two levels — of the imaginary pattern and the symbolic difference — 
» We should add the third: that of the Real of the antagonistic relationship in which a 
difference is prior to the elements between which it is a difference. Take the standard case of 
. the political antagonism between Left and Right: there is no neutral position from 
"which one could define it “objectively”, since a Leftist and a Rightist do net only 
Occupy different positions within the political space; they perceive the whole of the 
: political space differently. The Leftist perceives it as a field that is inherently split by 
some fundamental antagonism; while for the Rightist, Society is an organic unity ofa 
Community disturbed only by foreign intruders. So there are three levels: the Gestalt/ 
Pattern (a positive identity preceding relations to others); the signifier’s differentiality 
(an element — A — is nothing but its difference towards non-A); and the Real of an 
antagonism (in which, paradoxically, difference precedes the opposed entities). 
17. I owe this reference to Ken Rinehard, UCLA. 
18. This is why phallus relates to the “real” penis as its spectral supplement/ 
double: it has to be there, although it is invisible, although it is merely a symbolic 
Presence/absence, if the penis is to function “normally”. 
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19. Jacques-Alain Miller, “Des semblants dans la relation entre les sexes”, La 
Cause freudienne 36, Paris 1997, p. 8. 

20. What, then, is semblance? Imagine that a man is having an affair about which 
his wife doesn’t know, so that when he is meeting his lover, he pretends to be on a 
business trip, or something similar; after some time, he summons up his courage and 
tells his wife the truth: when he is away, he is in fact with his lover — at this point, 
however, when the semblance of a happy marriage falls apart, the mistress breaks 
down and, out of sympathy with the abandoned wife, starts to avoid her lover. 
What should the husband do now in order not to give his wife the wrong signal — 
not to let her think that the fact that he is no longer on business trips so often means 
that he is coming back to her? He has to fake the affair, leave home for a couple of 
days, thus generating the mistaken impression that the affair is still on, while in 
reality he is just staying with a friend. This is semblance at its purest: it occurs not 
when we erect a deceptive screen to conceal our transgression, but when we 
pretend that there is a transgression to be concealed. 

21. There is also a purely tautological variation of the second version: “The bad 
news: you have Alzheimer’s. The good news: since you have Alzheimer’s, by the 
time you get home, you will have forgetten that you have it!” This variation in fact 
displays the dialectical logic of “the wound is healed by the spear that smote you”: 
the good news is the same as the bad news. 

There is a third version which, in a truly Hegelian spirit of self-relating, provides 
a kind of “synthesis” of the first two: “The good news is that this is the only bad 
news I have for you.” Or — even more abstract — the doctor’s first answer is: “The 
bad news is that there is no good news. The good news is that this is the only bad 
news I have for you.” (I owe this last version to Miran Bozovié, Ljubljana.) 

22. See Alain Badiou, Deleuze, Paris: Hachette 1997. 

23. This is why, if we are to grasp the core of Hegel’s dialectical process properly, 
we have to overcome the opposition between dialectics as an ontological process 
(taking place in the “thing itself’) and dialectics as an epistemological process 
(revealing the movement of our cognition of reality). The dialectical process is 
“epistemological”; it reveals the shifts of perspective in our conceiving/grasping 
reality; however, these shifts, at the same time, concer the “thing itself”. 

24. For a clear presentation of this position, see John Caputo, On Religion, 
London: Routledge 2001. Here, the deconstructionist ethics of justice effectively 
meets the notion of the “wholly Other [das ganz Andere|” deployed in the late work 
of Adorno and Horkheimer. 

25, The formula proposed by Caputo, Gn Religion, for the “authentic” postmod- 
ern/post-secular religion. 

26.1 rely here on the pathbreaking Lacanian reading of Nietzsche in Alenka 
Zupaniie, Nietzsche: Filozofija Dvojega, Ljubljana: Analecta 2001. 

27.1 borrow the notion of interpassivity from Robert Pfaller ~ see Robert Pfaller, 
ed., Interpassivitat, Vienna and New York: Springer Verlag 2000. 

28. See Gilles Deleuze, L'image-mouvement, Paris: Editions de Minuit 1983, 
pp. 269-77. 

29. In the well-known vulgar joke about a fool having intercourse for the first 
time, the girl has to tell him exactly what to do: ‘See this hole between my legs? 
Put it in here. Now push it in deep. Now pull it out. Push it in, pull it out, push it 
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om pull it out... .” “Now wait a minute,” the fool interrupts her. “Make up your 
Hein! In or out?” What the fool misses is simply the structure of a drive which gets 
” satisfaction from indecision itself, that is, from repeated oscillation. 
30. See Chapter 15 of Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho- 
lysis, New York: Norton 1979. : 
31. Jean Epstein, Ecrits sur le cinéma, Paris: Editions Seghers 1974, vol. 1, p. 199. 
: 32, Another aspect of drive which should also be emphasized is its link with a 
Fuirosthetic supplement to the living body: drive is an undead Partial object, libido as 
“organ without a body” (the Lacanian Jamella). In this perspective, drive is also 
terpassive”: the subject who is active as desiring subject is passive outside himself, 
the guise of the partial object which enjoys for him... . 
33. There is a similar scene in Suspicion, made a year earlier: after Joan Fontaine 
bend Cary Grant leave the church for a walk to the nearby hill, the camera stays with 
0 of Joan’s friends engaged in friendly chatting; all of a sudden, one of the two 
Ss’ gaze is transfixed; she disconnects from the conversation and stares somewhere 
vith her mouth open; only then do we see what she is looking at: Joan Fontaine 
d Cary Grant engaged in a disturbing sexual exchange (he makes a forceful 
pt to kiss her). Echoes like this demonstrate that Hitchcock’s universe in effect 
forms a closed synchronous mythical space of variations, as conceptualized by 
Wlaude Lévi-Strauss in his brilliant analysis of the Oedipus myth in Structural 
‘Anthropology (New York: Basic Books 1963): we should read scenes from consecu- 
{Wve films as structural variations on the same underlying theme. 
i Recall three such further connections in Shadow of a Doubt: Herb, the family 
ielend who lives in a nearby house with his mother (whom we never see or hear), 
{is a variation on Psycho (a Norman Bates who, in contrast to Psycho, manages to 
iio on living happily with his mother); the tune from The Merny Widow hummed 
Sompulsively by the characters in Shadow of a Doubt clearly echoes the melody 
(ni encodes the secret spy message in The Lady Vanishes — in both cases, the 
Hone contains a lethal signification; when, towards the end, Charlie walks down 
} atairs displaying the Hitchcockian object (the ring which proves that Uncle Charlie 
fa the widow murderer) on her finger, does this not anticipate the famous climactic 
Scene in Rear Window, in which Grace Kelly, having got into the murderer's 
gaipartment, displays to James Stewart, who is observing her across the courtyard, 
Mae wedding ring on her finger (again the proof of a murder, committed), and is 
then surprised by the murderer who catches sight of her displaying the ring to 
#Stewart, establishing a connection between the object and the gaze for which its 
Misplay was intended. 
34. See the comparison of these three films in Ira Nayman, “The Man Who 
: Wasn’t There”, Creative Screenwriting, vol. 8, no. 2, March-April 2001. 
35. Krzysztof Kieslowski. Textes réunis et présentés par Vincent Amiel, Paris: Positif 
1997, p. 147, 
36. For this reason, the utter humiliation of a royal would be not to depose him, 
but to reduce him to the status of a common state employee paid to play his role of 
the aloof dignitary emanating a mystical charisma. 
37. Theodor W. Adomo, Minima Moralia, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag 1997, 
Pp. 217. 
38. See Tom Mangold, Cold Warrior, New York: Simon & Schuster 1991. 
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39. How-are we to compare this non-pathological (ethical) form of avarice with 
the ethical form of the Sadeian hero who, in contrast to avarice, makes a non- 
pathological injunction (which one is to follow without regard to one’s well-being) 
out of the excessive/destructive enjoyment itself? In both cases, we are dealing with 
the absolute contradiction between evil content and the form of the Good; the 
difference, again, is purely formal: between excess and constraint. 

40. For a more detailed analysis of this logic of thrift (for which I am indebted to 
Mladen Dolar), see Chapter 1 of Slavoj Zizek, Did Somebody Say Totalitaxianism?, 
London and New York: Verso 2001. 

41. We should also note here that when, in the last decades of his life, Lacan 
worked obsessively on the formula of the psychoanalytic community, with its 
strange rules of passe (the analysand becoming an analyst), cartels, and so on, his 
problem was strictly a Leninist one: how to prevent the organization from tuming 
into an authoritarian structure based on the cransferential relationship to the Master. 

42. This means that the temptation of suicide is inherent to human life. Once, in 
my late teens, going into the kitchen to make myself some tea, I smelled gas leaking 
all around; I clearly remember even now, more than thirty years later, that as I held 
a lighter in my hand, I wavered for a split second, and almost decided to press it 
and blow myself up. It was not that I was particularly desperate at the time — it was 
simply that once the chance offered itself, the temptation just to do it was almost 
irresistible. (If I am feeling suicidal, the way to make sure I do riot kill myself is to 
possess a poison pill which ensures that should I want to kill myself, I can do it — 
this very awareness that I can do it will prevent me from actually doing it. . . .) 

43. In so far as the analyst is the object of transferential love, it is no surprise that 
the structure here is the same as that of appropriate presents to the beloved: they 
must “hurt” the giver, exact a price from him or her, but, at the same time, they 
have to appear superfluous, something which “really doesn’t matter”. 

44, CS. Lewis, Surprised by Joy, London: Fontana 1977, pp. 174-5. 

45. How, then, does subjectivization intervene? Take the elementary trick of 
bureaucracy (which is not an exception, but the very rule of its “normal” 
functioning): it corners the subject into a situation in which, in order to survive, he 
or she has to break the (explicit) Law — this violation is then tolerated, but also 
manipulated as a permanent threat. Whenever we deal with a true bureaucratic 
machine, we are sooner or later caught in a vicious cycle (for attestation A we need 
paper B; we can’t get B without C; and, finally, of course, the circle is closed — C 
cannot be obtained without A...) — at this point, a bureaucrat displays his or her 
so-called human warmth; he or she mercifully makes an exception, breaks the 
vicious cycle and gives us the required attestation, although he or she never forgets 
to point out that, according to the rules, he or she should not do it . . . bureaucracy 
literally feeds on this eternal and a prion indebtedness of the subject. 

46. In Eliot Pattison’s Tibet thriller The Skull Mantra (London: Century 1999), 
we learn of a secret refuge in a rocky mountain in which a group of Buddhist 
monks take care of a holy man who has lived there totally isolated in his cell for 
long decades; he is completely immersed in nirvana, so they never see him — they 
just pass him food and drink, and in return they get his written meditations. Living 
entirely in his isolated world, this holy man does not even know about the Chinese 
occupation of Tibet and the ensuing terror — such worldly events are of n° 
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lmportance to him. ... However, a problem emerges here: if such events are of no 
“gonsequence to him, why, then, does he have to be kept isolated? Why does he not live 
nm our social world, since, in any case, he should be unaffected by it? 

ig! 47. Quoted from Orville Schell, Virtual Tibet, New York: Henry Holt 2000, 
‘p. 80. 

va 48. See Brian A. Victoria, Zen at War, New York: Weatherhilt 1998. 

49. Shaku Soen, quoted in Victoria, Zen at War, p. 29. 

i 50. According to an anecdote circulating among German philosophers, Heidegger 
preferred, among the seven Japanese translations of Sein und Zeit, the one made by 
gn ex-kamikaze pilot: when he learned about it, he was enthusiastic, convinced that 
‘this man’s kamikaze experience must have brought him close to authentically 
jssuming his being-towards-death (the morbid detail unknown to Heidegger was 
‘the way this translator survived: he was so myopic that, in his suicidal dive, he 
missed the boat he was aiming at, and fell into the sea). 

« §1. Victoria, Zen at War, p. 50. 

% 52. Ibid., p. 113. 

*. §3. Ibid., p. 100. 

* 54. Quoted in ibid., p. 103. 

«,§5. When does feminine hysteria emerge? In a first approach, it may appear that 
fitoccurs when a woman experiences being treated only as a means, manipulated 
‘recall Dora’s notion that she is exploited by her father, offered to Mr K so that, in 
‘exchange, her father can have Mrs K). What, however, if the case is exactly the 
‘Ppposite one? What if the hysterical question emerges precisely when a woman is 
treated “not only as a means, but also as an end-in-itself”’, to paraphrase Kant's 
Categorical imperative? It is this “more” of the end with regard to means which 
‘prompts the question: what do you see in me, what is it that I am, which is more 
ishan just a means to satisfy some of your needs? 


“86. See Victoria, Zen at War, p. 103. 


#: 57. Quoted in ibid., p. 110. 
58. See ibid., p. 104. 
59. Quoted from Jon Lee Anderson, Che Guevara: A Revolutionary Life, New 
ork: Grove 1997, pp. 636-7. 
& 60. See the two famous images ~ the photo of a Christlike Che, shot in Havana 
‘fn 1963, and the kitschy Che with a crown of thorns in the controversial 
‘advertisement by the Anglican Church of England — reproduced on pages 12-13 of 
Peter McLaren, Che Guevara, Paulo Freire, and the Pedagogy of Revolution, Oxford: 
Rowan & Littlefield 2000. 
‘: 61. Quoted in McLaren, Che Guevara . . ., p. 27. 
*” 62. Fredric Jameson has said (private conversation) that in a revolutionary process, 
violence plays a role similar to that of wealth in the Protestant legitimizanon of 
Capitalism: although it has no intrinsic value (and, consequently, should not be 
fetishized and celebrated for itself, as in the fascist fascination with it), it serves as a 
gn of the authenticity of our revolutionary endeavour. When the enemy resists, 
and engages us in a.violent conflict, this means that we have in fact touched a raw 
Nerve... 

63. See Victoria, Zen at War, p. 132. 

64. Ibid., pp. 171-4. 
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65. Bhagavadgita, trans. W. Johnson, Oxford: Oxford University Press 1994, 
pp. 44-5. 

66. No wonder that, until the late nineteenth century, a weird wedding-night 
ritual was practised in Montenegro: on the evening after the ceremony, the 
bridegroom gets into bed with his mother. Once he has fallen asleep, the mother 
silently withdraws, and lets the bride take her place. After spending the rest of the 
night with his bride, the bridegroom has to escape from the village into a mountain 
and spend a couple of days alone, in order to get accustomed to the shame of being 
married. 

67. See Chapter 3 of Eric Naiman, Sex in Public: The Incarnation of Early Soviet 
Ideology, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 1997. 

68. Janet Malcolm, The Silent Woman, London: Picador 1994, p. 172. 

69. All this certainly throws a new light on the hilarious conspiracy theory about 
Benjamin’s death that was circulating early in 2001: it was Stalin who ordered 
Benjamin killed, furious with him because of the incisive criticism of Stalinist 
Marxism contained in Benjamin’s (unpublished!) “Theses on the Philosophy of 
History”! 

70. The interest of this joke is that its thrust seems undecidable: is it a Jewish joke 
mocking Christianity, or a Christian joke mocking Jewishness? 

71.In his remarkable intervention at the Krzysztof Kieslowski conference, 
UCLA, April 2001. 

72. 1s not Lacan’s insistence that in our unconscious we all believe that we are 
immortal confirmed by the basic advice to those who have to take care of terminally 
ill patients: we should always leave them a minimum of hope that somehow, 
magically, they will survive — that is we should never tell them directly that they are 
in fact doomed. 

73, For a closer elaboration of this crucial point, see Chapter 4 of Zizek, On 
Belief. 

74. Do we not encounter in this scene the gaze at its purest? “There’s more in 
this than meets the eye” — this “more”, of course, is the gaze whose ultimate image 
is that of the oyster on to which — so the story goes — we squeeze a lemon before 
eating it in order to put it to sleep — that is to extinguish its gaze. In politics, as well 
as in sex, this gaze is the ultimate fantasy object. Recall the fascination exerted on 
Western democrats by the disintegration of Socialism in the late 1980s: the key 
dimension of what fascinated the West was not, as may have appeared, the scene of 
Eastern Europeans rediscovering the values of democracy with an enthusiasm that 
was conspicuously absent in the West, but, rather, the fact that the Eastern 
Europeans protesting against the rule of the Communist nomenklatura were them- 
selves fascinated by the West, looking towards it — the true fantasmatic object of the 
West was this Eastern gaze itself, able to see in the West what people there no 
longer saw: a land of freedom and democracy. ... And, along the same lines, the 
ultimate sexual fantasy is not some imagined scene of intense sexual pleasure, but 
the gaze fascinated by what I am doing in reality, seeing in me, in my sexual 
activity, more than I do myself. 

75. Do we not thus come close to the standard Gnostic notion of an imperfect, 
imbecilic, or even evil, God? The problem with Gnosticism is not in its content, but 
in its form of the initiatory knowledge, accessible only to the enlightened few. 
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According to Hans Blumenberg’s outstanding reading, this impotence of the 
_ suffering God is the secret core of Bach’s St Matthew Passion (see Hans Blumenberg, 
' Matthduspassion, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag 1988). 
76, See Eric Santner, “Traumatic Revelations: Freud’s Moses and the Origins of 
' Anti-Semitism”, in Renata Salecl, ed., Sexuation, Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press 2000. For my own Lacanian elaboration of this point, see Slavoj Zizek, The 
Fragile Absolute, London and New York: Verso 2000. 
: 77, In “Die Thalmann-Kolonne”, the song of the German Communist volunteers 
in the Spanish Civil War, made famous by the Ernst Busch recording, the surprising 
. feature is the way the word “freedom (Freiheii]” occurs at the end of the strophe: 
“,.. wir kimpfen und siegen fiir dich / Fretheit! [we struggle and fight for thee / 
' Freedom!”]. The symmetry of the entire strophe and its melodic line leads us to 
expect a longer last line; its unexpected brevity, one sole word instead of the whole 
verse, not only gives an effective pitch to the melodic line, cutting short the 
“temptation to sentimentality, but also fully expresses the abrupt, open character of 
freedom itself as a break in the causal network: freedom occurs where a void opens 
sup in the symmetric closure of an edifice. 
': 78. Perhaps this also provides the key to why anti-Semitism is the privileged 
‘example of ideological fantasy: precisely because Judaism “traverses” the fantasy, the 
only way to undo the damage of this act is to elevate Jews themselves into the 
“privileged fantasmatic object, the secret agent who pulls the strings of social life. 
«. 79.1 owe this point to Christina Ross, McGill University, Montreal. 

80. See Lévi-Strauss, “The Structural Analysis of Myth”, in Structural Anthropology. 

81. Russell Banks, The Sweet Hereafter, New York: Harper 1992, p. 54. 

82. Ibid., pp. 125-6. 

: 83. Power is simultaneously the agency which looks at us, its subjects (the 
“panoptic gaze), and the agency which allows itself to be seen, to fascinate our gaze 
(the aim of the display of insignia and rituals of power) — in order to function, 
power has to be seen as such. Is this split not the very split between the Law and 
‘the superego? The statue of Justice is proverbially blind: the Law allows itself to be 
‘seen, while it does not “see everything”; the superego ego is, on the contrary, the 
invisible agency which does “see everything”. Since the primordial figure of an 
‘invisible agent is the Voice, one can also oppose the Law and superego as the letter 
; and the voice: as that which is primarily meant to be seen and that which is primarily 
Meant to be heard. 

, 84. Back in the 1980s, the French daily newspaper Libération ran the same joke, 
{with large headlines on the day after the USSR elections: “After their electoral 
“tiumph, the Communists will stay in power in the USSR!” 

85. The only similar case is City Of Angels, the Hollywood remake of Wim 
Wenders's Wings Of Desire: in the German original, the angel turned into an 
Ordinary human lives happily ever after with his love; while in the Hollywood 
Version, the woman because of whom he preferred ordinary mortal life to immor- 
tality is run over by a lorry at the end. 

r a Quoted in “The Passions of Julianne Moore”, Vanity Fair, March 2001, 

87. This, of course, in no way implies that Hannibal does not respect other aspects 
of Hollywood ideological censorship. The film takes place in the prototypical 
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postcard surroundings, be it the centre of Florence or in the rich suburbs of 
Washington DC, so that despite all its physical horror and disgust, the dimension of 
matenal inertia and decay, the heaviness of material reality which “smells”, is totally 
absent — Hannibal may be eating the brain, but this brain really does not smell. 

Incidentally, this same censoring of the too-real impact also allows us to account 
for (at least part of) the impact of Sergio Leone’s Westerns. Clint Eastwood, who 
acted in three of his films, suggested that Leone invented a new genre of Western 
simply because he was not aware of the Hays code prohibitions: ~. 


For instance, the Hays Office had long stipulated that a character being struck by a bullet from 
a gun could not be in the same frame as that gun when it was fired: the effect was too violent. 
“You had to shoot separately, and then show the person fall. . . . Sergio never knew that, and so 
he was tying it up..., You see the bullet go off, you see the gun fire, you see the guy fall, 
and it had never been done this way before.” (quoted in Christopher Frayling, Sergio Leone: 
Something to do with Death, London: Faber & Faber 2000, p. 143) 


This violation of the prohibition opened up the space for the “return of the repressed” 
of the American Western itself — no wonder Leone's Italian “fake” mythical vision of 
the Western (he even did not speak English!) was later reappropriated by Hollywood 
itself (notably in the uncanny The Quick and the Dead, with Sharon Stone). 

On top of all this, we should not forget the standard Hollywood censorship of the 
political dimension — consider how, in Hitchcock’s American films, the sociopolitical 
dimension is much less present than it is in his early English masterpieces. When he 
transformed the plot of Boileau/Narcejac’s D’entre les morts for his Vertigo, the story was 
not only changed with regard to its ending (in the novel, the Scottie character kills the 
false Madeleine in a murderous rage when he discovers how he has been tricked), but 
also thoroughly depoliticized: the novel takes place in the context of World War II, so 
that the disappearances and hidden identities assume another sociopolitical dimension — 
incredible as it may sound to us, used to Hitchcock’s version, the original Vertigo is a 
political thriller about the Resistance. 

88. Adomo, Minima Moralia, p. 216. 

89. The paradox of Anka's attempt to convince Michal that he is not really her 
biological father, so that they can have sex, is double: not only does the operation 
confuse biological fatherhood with the symbolic function of the Name-of-the-Father; 
moreover, the operation is self-defeating — her desire is obviously incestuous; that is, 
what makes her want to sleep with Michal is the awareness that he is her father, so that 
proof that he is not would make her lose her desire for him (or, perhaps, we may 
interpret her faking the mother’s letter as a simple lie, destined merely to convince her 
father that he is not really her father?). 

90. Despite its noteworthy music (composed by Hans Eisler), “Uber die Elbe geh’n 
meine Gedanken”, a GDR. song from 1958, stands for this obscene reversal at its purest. 
It expresses the thoughts of an East German trade-union official getting ready to go to 
sleep in the satisfaction that the workers under his care are leading a comfortable 
existence, and that, finally, life is improving. All of a sudden, however, in the midst of 
his sleep, a nightmare awakens him: he remembers that at this very moment (remember 
that this is 1958!), in West Germany, there is probably an anonymous trade-union 
official who, in contrast to his own comfort, is being pursued by the Gestapo! The 
remainder of the song puts into words the East German trade-unionist’s excuses to his 
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West German counterpart: you, who are leading such a difficult life, please forgive me 
because, in our thriving society, I have neglected your desperate situation! The desire 
‘articulated in this plea is, of course, the opposite of the explicit message: the longing to 
pe in the West oneself — better to be a lone trade-union official in the West than a 
successful one in the East! This is how one should read the song’s very title: “My 
thoughts are flying across the [river] Elbe [which separates East from West Germany]!” 
ie the dream of hundreds of thousands of East Germans. So, again, the true message of 
the song is: “You shall not . . . emigrate!” 

91.In The Idiots, the key event which changes the whole perspective is the final 

scene: when she retums to her family, who treat her abominably, the working-class girl 
‘herself (who hitherto only observed the group of middle-class yuppies playing idiots) 
‘starts to play (behave like) an idiot herself, sticking out her tongue, smearing her face 
with whipped cream, and so on. Here the same strategy acquires a completely different 
walue and function: what was formerly fake imitation is now an authentic gesture of 
resistance against patriarchal family constraints. 

92. In short, fantasy is not primarily the mask which conceals the Real behind it but, 

. father, the fantasy of what is hidden behind the mask. The fundamental male fantasy of the 
: woman, for instance, is not her seductive appearance but the idea that this dazzling 
: appearance conceals some imponderable mystery. 
. 93. Michael Haneke, quoted in S.F. Said, “Are we waving or drowning?”, The Daily 
: Telegraph, Thursday 17, May 2001, p. 24. 
'  Q4. See Peter Sloterdijk, Spharen, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, vol. 1 1999, vol. 2 
2000. 
95. Christopher Hitchens, “Visit to a Small Planet”, Vanity Fair, January 2001, p. 24. 
‘| 96. If, then, in order to be operative, an ideological text should not be taken (and 
: acted upon) “literally”, in what, then, does the break between the traditional and the 
“Modern functioning of ideology consist? The clue is provided by the Marncan notion 
of the “unconscious” fantasmatic status of commodity fetishism: in the traditional 
functioning of ideology, the belief is direct, public (although assumed only as an 
appearance towards which we maintain a distance) — that is to say, a traditional subject 
directly believes (or, rather, pretends to believe) in religious claims; while the modern 
- Subject represses this belief in the unconscious (as in the theology of commodity 
' fetishism). The traditional subject explicitly claims to believe, while “in his heart of 
hearts” he does not believe; the modern subject explicitly claims not to believe, while 
- in his unconscious (fantasy) he does so. 

97. Quoted from Jana Cerna, Kafka’s Milena, Evanston, IL: Northwestern University 
Press 1993, p. 174. 

98. And, in so far as the Unconscious is, in this Jungian perspective, a large hidden 
root system which nourishes consciousness, no wonder it was Jung who, well before 
Deleuze, explicitly designated it as a rhizome: “Life has always seemed to me like a plant 
that lives on its rhizome. Its true life is invisible, hidden in the rhizome. ... What we 
See is the blossom, which passes. The rhizome remains” (C.G. Jung, Memoirs, Dreams, 
Reflections, New York: Vintage 1965, p. 4). 

99. Since one usually opposes belief (in values, ideals, etc.) to the cynical attitude of 
“it's [only] money that matters”, we should emphasize the all too obvious (and, for that 
Very reason, all too often neglected) fact that money is belief at its purest and most radical: it 
functions only if there is trust in the social link. Money is in itself a worthless piece of 
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paper or metal (or, with the advent of electronic cash, not even that): its ultimate status 
is that of a thoroughly symbolic obligation — if people no longer “believe in it”, it 
ceases to function. Even with gold, the embodiment of “real wealth”, we should not 
forget that it has no use value, that its worth is purely reflexive, the result of people’s 
belief in its worth. 

100. See Alain Badiou, Le side, forthcoming from Editions du Seuil, Paris. 

101. See Marilee Strong, The Bright Red Scream, London: Virago 2000. 

102. Here I draw on Jacques Ranciére, La mésentente, Paris: Galilée 1995. 

103. It is interesting to note how, for those without a proper place in the State, the 
present regime reactivated the traditional term liumang, which, in the old days of 
Imperial China, designated those who — in search of a better life, or even sheer survival 
~ wandered around, without ties to land or to the local patriarchal structure. See Chen 
Baoliang, “To Be Defined a liumang”, in Michael Dutton, ed., Streetlife China, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1998, pp. 63-5. 

104. See Alain Badiou, D’un désastre obscur, Paris: Editions de I’ Aube 1998, p. 57. 
Today, however, extreme Rightist populists are also not represented; they resist State 
Power; so perhaps we should question this logic of multiple presence versus State 
representation. On this point, Badiou remains all too close to Deleuze. 

105. See Emesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, London 
and New York: Verso 1985. 

106. It is here that Badiou seems to falter: in Le siécle, he oscillates between a plea for 
a direct fidelity to the twentieth century and the prospect of passing from the politics of 
purification to the politics of subtraction. While he makes it fully clear that the horrors 
of the twentieth century, from the Holocaust to the Gulag, are a necessary outcome of 
the purification version of the “passion for the Real”, and while he admits that protests 
against the Stalinist horrors are fully legitimate (see his admiration for Vatlam Shalamov’s 
Kolyma Tales), he none the less stops short of renouncing it — why? Because the 
consequent following of the logic of subtraction would have forced him to abandon the 
very frame of the opposition between Being and Event: within the logic of subtraction, 
the Event is not external to the order of Being, but located in the “minimal difference” 
inherent to the order of Being itself. There is a strict parallel here between Badiou’s 
two versions of the “passion for the Real” and the cwo main versions of the Real in 
Lacan: the Real as the destructive vortex, the inaccessible/ impossible hard kernel which 
we cannot approach too closely (if we get too close to it, we get burnt, as in Nikita 
Mikhalkov’s Burnt by the Sun, the film about a Soviet hero-general caught in a Stalinist 
purge and “burnt by the sun” of the Revolution); and the Real as the pure Schein of a 
minimal difference, as another dimension which shines through the gaps in inconsistent 
reality. 

If Badiou were to accomplish this step, he would, perhaps, choose to consider the 
twenty-first century as the displaced repetition of the twentieth: after the (self)- 
destructive climax of the logic of purification, the passion for the Real should be 
reinvented as the politics of subtraction. There is a necessity in this blunder: subtraction 

is possible only after the fiasco of purification, as its repetition, in which the “passion 
for the Real” is sublated, freed of its (self)-destructive potential. In the absence of this 
step, Badiou is left with only two options: either to remain faithful to the destructive 
ethics of purification, or to take refuge in the Kantian distinction between a normative 
regulative Ideal and the constituted order of reality — to claim, for example, that the 
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gealinist désastre occurs, that the (self-destructive violence explodes, when the gap 
Lgthich forever separates the Event from the order of Being is closed; when the Truth- 
'ivent is posited as fully realized in the order of Being. 

:,.1107. See Bruno Bosteels, “Alain Badiou’s Theory of the Subject: The Recommence- 
‘ghent of Dialectical Materialism?”", forthcoming in The Wanwick Joumal of Philosophy. 
"Note: since this work has not yet appeared in print, it is not possible to give page 
igeferences for the citations below.) 

©" 108. Badiou’s notion of subjectivization as the engagement on behalf of Truth, as 
‘Gdelity to the Truth-Event, is clearly indebted to the Kierkegaardian existential 
\Yommitment: 


; experienced as gripping our whole being. Political and religious movements can grip us in this 

¢. Way, as can love relationships and, for certain people, such “vocations” as science and art. 

“When we respond to such a summons with what Kierkegaard calls infinite passion — that is, 

when we respond by accepting an unconditional commitment — this commitment determines what 
will be the significant issue for us for the rest of our life. (Dreyfus, On the Intemet, p. 86) 


What Dreyfus enumerates in this résumé of Kierkegaard’s position are precisely Badiou's 
‘four domains of Truth (politics, love, art, science), plus religion as their “repressed” 
model. 

109. See Theodor W. Adorno, “Verbindlichkeit des Neuen”, in Musikalische Schriften 
.V, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag 1998, pp. 832-3. 

110. Not to mention the obvious fact that, in psychoanalytic treatment, truth is not 
‘an instant insight but the “impure” process of working-through which can last for 
years. 

111. For this matrix, see Jacques Lacan, Seminar XX: Encore, New York: Norton 
1998. 

112. In philosophical terms, Lacan introduces a distinction, absent in Badiou, between 
symbolic truth and knowledge in the Real. Badiou clings to the difference between 
objective-neutral Knowledge, which concerns the order of Being, and the subjectively 
engaged Truth (one of the standard topoi of modern thought from Kierkegaard 
onwards); while Lacan makes thematic another, unheard-of level, that of the unbearable 
fantasmatic kernel. Although — or rather, precisely because — this kernel forms the very 
heart of subjective identity, it can never be subjectivized, subjectively assumed: it can 


: Only be retroactively reconstructed in a desubjectivized knowledge. On this crucial 


distinction, see Chapter 1 of Slavoj Zizek, The Plague of Fantasies, London and New 
York: Verso 1999, 

113. Crucial for Kieslowski is the opposition between such formless spilling excess 
(the ink stain in Decalogue 1; the tears which turn into torrential rain at the very 
beginning of Véronique) and freeze: for Kieslowski, transcendence is not in a global 
movement, a dissolution of stable forms into formless flow; rather, it emerges in the 
freeze of an image, like the frozen profile of Valentine on the TV screen in the very 
last shot of Red. The mysterious effect of this shot derives from the fact that Valentine 
is not dead: in a standard narrative, such an image, signalling the woman’s overwhelming 
spectral presence, should have followed her death, generating the message that she is 
more powerful in death than in life. Valentine, however, is turned into a spectre while 
she is still alive. (This tension opens up the prospect of a different reading of the film’s 
outcome: what if Valentine really is dead? What if they all died in the ferry accident, 
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and the survival of the three couples from the Colours trilogy is merely the Judge's 
fantasy?) 

114. This effect is given a specific political ewist in the “Honecker-virus” (named 
after Erich Honecker, General Secretary of the East German SED Party in the 1980s): 
all of a sudden, Honecker’s image appears on the computer screen, and a voice states: 
“In accordance with the conclusion of the Central Committee of the SED, the entire 
content of the hard drive of this PC is to be erased. The measure is to be efiectiated 
immediately.” And then it happens . . 

115. Adorno, Minima Moralia, p. 214. 

116. This is the theme of the last chapter of Rose, The Haunting of Sylvia Plath. 

117. Al Alvarez, quoted in The Poetry of Sylvia Plath, ed. Claire Brennan, Cambridge: 
Icon Books 2000, p. 23. 

118. The Unabridged Joumals of Sylvia Plath, ed. Karen V. Kukil, New York: Anchor 
Books 2000, p. 165. 

119. For a more detailed development of this theme, see Chapter 3 of Slavoj Zizek, 
The Metastases of Enjoyment, London and New York: Verso 1995; and Chapter 6 of 
Slavoj Zizek, The Ticklish Subject, London and New York: Verso 1999. 

120. The best way to undermine a displacement is indicated in a well-known vulgar 
joke about a father who asks his son to explain the facts of life to his younger sister ~ 
no details, just some vague information about the birds and the bees. The son goes to 
his sister and tells her: “Remember how, yesterday, we were fucking like crazy in the 
loft? Father wants me to tell you that the birds and the bees do something similar . . .”- 
is the son’s strategy not that of a counter-displacement at its purest? 

121. See Joshua Piven and David Borgenicht, The Worst-Case Scenario Survival 
Handbook (New York: Chronicle Books 1999); the first volume has now been followed 
by a second one (on travel), with three more in preparation (on dating and sex, golf, 
and college), plus a whole cottage industry (calendar, board game, a reality-TV series in 
preparation .. .). 

122. Hegel presented this tension between the enunciated content and its position of 
enunciation as the moving force of the dialectical process. Even the modest Amish were 
not without their dark secret: even their founder, Jakob Amm, an illiterate seventeenth- 
century Alsatian preacher well known for his arrogant intolerance, provoked constant 
splits in the Anabaptist movement. The Amish themselves are embarrassed by their 
founder, who violated their rules so blatantly — they prefer to pass him over in silence. 
However, was Amm’s violence really just the founding excess that one can throw away, 
like the proverbial ladder that is no longer needed once one is up on the wall? That is 
to say: how, exactly, do today’s Amish practise their modesty, their rejection of Hochmut 
{arrogance and pride)? By endeavouring to mark the difference that separates them from 
others. No wonder, then, that the Amish are involved in endless disputes about what is 
still admissible, leading to a proliferation of groups: some allow buttons, others prohibit 
them; some allow tractors (but not with rubber wheels!), others prohibit them and 
allow only horses to pull ploughs . . . Is there not something inherently arrogant in this 
very endeavour to mark the difference, to separate oneself from others? In Lacanese: are 
the Amish not the most blatant example of the tension between the subject of the 
enunciated (professed modesty) and the subject of enunciation (the arrogant way of 
asserting one's modesty)? 

Another exemplary case: the hero of Stephen King’s The Shining is a writer who 
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suffers from writer’s block — The Shining therefore appears to be a variation on the 
paradigmatic modernist theme of the impossibility of writing, of telling a story. What 
accounts for the “King touch” however, is the fact that this block is the other side of 


‘the true horror: a writer who suffers from an irresistible compulsion to write all the 


time, without end. Is not this writer King himself, who produces up to three thick 
novels a year? The trauma at the level of the enunciated content (writer's block) is thus 


clearly the inversion of the much more horrible trauma which concerns the subject of 


enunciation (the endless compulsion to write). 

123. Therein lies the capitalist strategy of the “Survivor’-version of “Big Brother” 
reality soaps: they bring together an isolated group on a lonely island; instead of letting 
them develop into a solidary collective, however, they introduce a logic of competition 
which runs against solidarity (every week one of them is voted out by the public, and 
the winner is the last one to survive — not the raw environment, but this voting procedure 
of exclusion). (I owe this observation to Ian Buchanan, University of Tasmania.) 

124. Because of its utter “realism”, The Worst-Case Scenario is the Western book par 
excellence, its Oriental counterpart is chindogu, arguably the finest spiritual achievement 


- of Japan in the last decades: the art of inventing objects which are sublime in the 


strictest Kantian sense of the term — practically useless on account of their very excessive 


usefulness (for example, glasses with electrically powered mini-windshields, so that your 


view will remain clear even if you have to walk in the rain without an umbrella; butter 


- in a lipstick tube, so that you can carry it with you and spread it on bread without a 


knife). That is to say, in order to be recognized, chindogu objects have to meet two basic 


. eMiteria: it should be possible really to construct them, and they should work; 


simultaneously, they should not be “practical”, that is, it should not be feasible to 
market them. 

The comparison between The Worst-Case Scenario Survival Handbook and chindogu 
offers us a unique insight into the difference between the Eastern and the Western 
Sublime, an insight far superior to New Age pseudo-philosophical treatises. In both 
cases, the effect of the Sublime lies in the way the uselessness of the product is the 
outcome of the extreme “realistic” and pragmatic approach itself. In the case of the 
West, however, we get simple, realistic advice about problems (situations) most of us will 
never encounter (who among us will really have to face a hungry lion alone?); while in 
the case of the East, we get unpractically complicated solutions to problems all of us 
actually encounter (who among us has never been caught in the rain?). The Western 


* Sublime offers a practical solution to a problem which does not arise; while the Eastern 


Sublime offers a useless solution to a real common problem. The underlying motto of 
the Eastern Sublime is: “Why do it simply, when you can complicate it?” — Is the 
Principle of chindogu not discernible in what appears to our Western eyes as the 
“impractical” clumsy form of Japanese spoons? The underlying motto of the Western 
Sublime, on the contrary, is: “If the problems don’t fit our preferred way of solving 
them, let’s change the problems, not the way we are used to solving them!” — Is this 
Principle not discernible in the sacred principle of Bureaucracy, which has to invent 
problems in order to justify its existence, which serves to solve them? 


INTRODUCTION 


Destiny of a Joke 


The background of the present book is best illustrated by the well- 
known Soviet joke about Rabinovitch, a Jew who wants to emigrate. 
The bureaucrat at the emigration office asks him why. Rabinovitch 
answers: “There are two reasons why. The first is that I’m afraid that 
‘the Communists will lose power in the Soviet Union, and the new 
. forces will blame us Jews for the Communist crimes...” “But”, 
interrupts the bureaucrat, “this is pure nonsense, the power of the 
Communists will last for ever!’ “Well,” responds Rabinovitch 
calmly, “that’s my second reason.” 

In The Sublime Object of Ideology, published in 1989,' it was still 
possible to count on the efficacy of this joke, while according to the 
latest data, the main reason which Jews who emigrate from the Soviet 
Union cite is Rabinovitch’s first reason. They effectively fear that, 
with the disintegration of Communism and the emergence of 
nationalistic forces openly advocating anti-Semitism, the blame will 
be again put on them, so that today we can easily imagine the reversal 
of the joke, with Rabinovitch answering the bureaucrat’s question: 
“There are two reasons why. The first is that I know that Commu- 
nism in Russia will last for ever, nothing will really change here, and 
this prospect is unbearable for me... ” “But”, interrupts the bur- 
eaucrat, ‘this is pure nonsense, Communism is disintegrating all 
around! All those responsible for the Communist crimes will be 
severely punished!” ‘‘That’s my second reason!” responds Rabino- 
vitch. 

Retaining from the good old times the idea that the impetus of 
progress in socialism is self-criticism, the present book supplements 
the analyses of The Sublime Object of Ideology by endeavouring to 
articulate the theoretical apparatus which enables us to grasp the 
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historical shift indicated by the strange destiny of the Rabinovitch 
joke: the eruption of enjoyment in the form of the re-emergence of the 
aggressive nationalism and racism that accompany the disintegration 
of “actually existing socialism” in Eastern Europe. This is what the 
book’s title aims at — psychoanalysis is much more severe than 
Christianity: ignorance is not a sufficient reason for forgiveness since it 
conveys a hidden dimension of enjoyment. Where one doesn’t (want to) 
know, in the blanks of one’s symbolic universe, one enjoys, and there 
is no Father to forgive, since these blanks escape the authority of the 
Name-of-the-Father. 

As with The Sublime Object of Ideology, the theoretical space of the 
present book is moulded by three centres of gravity: Hegelian dialec- 
tics, Lacanian psychoanalytic theory, and contemporary criticism of 
ideology. These three circles form a Borromeian knot: each of them 
connects the other two; the place that they all encircle, the “symptom” 
in their midst, is of course the author’s (and, as the author hopes, also 
the reader’s) enjoyment of what one depreciatingly calls “popular 
culture”: detective and horror movies, Hollywood melodramas. . . . 
The three theoretical circles are not, however, of the same weight: it is 
their middle term, the theory of Jacques Lacan, which is — as Marx 
would say — “the general illumination which bathes all the other 
colours and modifies their particularity”, “the particular ether which 
determines the specific gravity of every being which has materialized 
within it”. In other words, as the “deconstructivists” would put it, the 
very theoretical frame of the present book is enframed by the (Laca- 
nian) part of its content. In contrast to the false “anti-dogmatic spirit” 
which maintains a “critical distance” towards every theoretical enun- 
ciated in order to maintain the steady and full identity of its position of 
enunciation, it is the author’s conviction that only by unreservedly 
assuming a determinate theoretical position does one effectively 
expose oneself to possible criticism. 

In what precise sense, then, is the present book Lacanian? In his 
Pragmatism, William James develops the idea, taken up again by Freud, 
of the three necessary stages in the acceptance of a new theory: first, it 
is dismissed as nonsense; then, someone claims that the new theory, 
although not without its merits, ultimately just puts into new words 
things already said elsewhere: finally, the new theory is recognized in 
its novelty. It is easy, for a Lacanian, to discern in this succession the 
three moments of “logical time” as articulated by Lacan: the instant of 
looking (‘I can see immediately that this is nothing”), the time for 
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“understanding (“let us try to understand what the author is trying to 
“say” — that is, let us try to reduce it to what is already known), the 
‘moment for concluding (the decision to have done with hesitation and 
accept the new theory in its novelty, in fear of being too late to attach 
oneself to the new doxa). The same three moments, of course, also 
determine the reception of the Lacanian theory itself: (1) “Lacan 1 
simply bluffing, his so-called theory is a totally worthless sophism’ 3 
(2) “Lacan just formulates in obscure jargon what has already been said 
in a much clearer way by Freud himself and others”; (3) “I affirm 
myself to be a Lacanian, for fear of being convinced by others that I am 
“not a Lacanian”’. 
What the present book endeavours to accomplish, however, is 


" precisely a break with this logic of recognition, its replacement with the 


process of cognition, of theoretical work: Lacan's theoretical apparatus 
is simply put to work. The book elaborates the contours of a Lacanian 
theory of ideology, moving step by step, via ever new detours, 
towards its main object, the status of enjoyment in ideological dis- 


- course, delaying this encounter in the same way as one delays the 


climactic reunion with a Lady in courtly love. The accent shifts slowly 
from Hegel through Lacan to the present politico-ideological dead- 
locks. 

What gives the book its “specific flavour”, however, is not so much 
its content as its place of enunciation. It conveys the text of lectures 
delivered on six consecutive Mondays in the winter semester of 
1989-90 in Ljubljana, Yugoslavia. The lectures served as an introduc- 
tory course to Lacan, organized by the Slovene Society for Theoretical 
Psychoanalysis and aimed at the “benevolently neutral” public of 
intellectuals who were the moving force of the drive for democracy; in 
other words, far from assuming the position of a Master “supposed to 
know”, the lecturer acted as the analysand addressing the analyst 
composed of his public. The lectures were delivered in the unique 
atmosphere of those months: a time of intense political ferment, with 
“free elections” only weeks ahead, when all options still seemed open, 
the time of a “short circuit” blending together political activism, the 
“highest” theory (Hegel, Lacan) and unrestrained enjoyment in the 
“lowest”’ popular culture — a unique utopian moment which is now, 
after the electoral victory of the nationalist~populist coalition and the 
advent of a new “scoundrel time”, not only over but even more and 
more invisible, erased from the memory like a “vanishing mediator”. 

Each lecture is composed of two parts, since it took three hours to 
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deliver it — from seven to ten, with a break in the middle; it was, to use 
an expression from cinema, a theoretical double bill. Although the 
lectures are now “‘put in order”, rewritten and edited with proper 
references, and so on, there is still in them more than a trace of the 
chaotic circumstances of their origins. These traces have been pre- 
served deliberately, as a kind of monument to the unique moment of 
their enunciation. 


Notes 


1. Slavoj Zidek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, London: Verso 1989, pp. 175-6. 

2. Jacques Lacan, “Logical Time and the Assertion of Anticipated Certainty”, 
Newsletter of the Freudian Field, vol. 2, no. 2, Columbia: University of Missouri 1988. 

3. To avoid the notion that this possibility is purely fictional, let us quote from a 
recent interview with Noam Chomsky: “. . . my frank opinion is that [Lacan] was a 
conscious charlatan, and was simply playing games with the Paris intellectual commu- 
nity to see how much absurdity he could produce and still be taken seriously”(Noam 
Chomsky, “An Interview”, Radical Philosophy 53, Autumn 1989, p. 32). 


PART I 


E Pluribus Unum 


On the One 


I THE BrrtH OF A MASTER-SIGNIFIER 
The non-analysable Slovene 


iLet us begin with our place of enunciation — Slovenia. What does it 
"mean, psychoanalytically speaking, to be a Slovene? 

’ There is only one mention of a “Slovene” in Freud’s entire opus, 
‘and that is ina letter to the Trieste psychoanalyst Edoardo Weiss on 28 
‘May 1922; however, this one mention is itself more than enough, since 
‘it condenses within it a whole series of key questions of psychoanalytic 
theory and practice, from the ambiguity of the superego to the 
‘problem of the mother as the bearer of the Law/Prohibition in Slovene 
‘tradition. So it’s worth taking a closer look at it. 

Weiss, who practised psychoanalysis in the twenties (he emigrated 
‘to America in the thirties, when political conditions in Italy made his 
“practice impossible), corresponded regularly with Freud. Their cor- 
‘fespondence revolved mainly on Weiss’s cases: Weiss reported to 
‘Freud on the course of analysis and asked him for his advice. So he 
‘appealed for Freud’s view on two patients at the beginning of the 
twenties, who both suffered from the same symptom ~ impotence. 
Let us look at Weiss’s own presentation of the two cases: 


Ihave been treating two patients in 1922, who both suffer from impotence. 
The first is a highly cultured man, around forty years old, so some ten 
years alder than I. His wife, whom he loved very much, had died a few 
years earlier. He experienced full sexual vigour during the time of the 
marriage. The wife fell into a heavy depression, attempts to cure her by 
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some Viennese analyst produced no results at all. She committed suicide. 
My patient reacted to the suicide with heavy melancholy . . . . 

The second patient, a Slovene, was a young man. He had served in the 
army in the first world war and had only shortly prior to this been 
demobilized. In the sexual field he was completely impotent. A number of 


people had fallen prey to his deception and he had a thoroughly immoral 
Ego.' ; 


What strikes the eye in this presentation is the almost total symmetry 
of the two cases: the first patient is ten years older than Weiss, the 
second some ten years younger; the first is a highly cultured and moral 
man, the second extremely immoral — and in both cases we are dealing 
with the same effect, impotence. (Strictly speaking, the symmetry is 
not complete: the Italian was capable of occasional sexual contact with 
prostitutes — to a man of “high culture and mores” this does not, of 
course, count as real sexual contact, contact with an equal — while the 
Slovene was completely impotent.) Freud's answer in the letter of 28 
May 1922 took up this duality: he opined that the Italian warranted 
further treatment, since one was dealing with a man of “high culture 
and mores”; in his case it was simply exaggerated remorse, his 
impotence was the result of a pathological guilt complex; the solution 
for him — a man of refined sensitivity — was acceptance of his wife’s 
suicide. About the Slovene, Freud remarked: 


The second case, the Slovene, is obviously a good-for-nothing who does 
not warrant your efforts. Our analytical art fails when faced with such 


people, our perspicacity alone cannot break through to the dynamic 
relation which controls them.? 


It is not difficult to detect a basic deadlock in Freud’s answer — it shows 
primarily in the contradictory nature of it, his oscillation between two 
positions. He first presents the Slovene as someone unworthy of 
psychoanalytic care, with the implication that it is a simple case of 
direct, superficial evil, immorality, without any kind of “depth” that 
pertains to our unconscious psychic dynamic; then, in the following 
sentence, his case is contrarily defined as such that it cannot be 
analysed; the barrier here is thus not “ethical” (unworthy of analysis) 
but of an epistemological nature (it is in itself non-analysable, an 
analytic attempt at it fails). The paradox with which we are dealing 
here corresponds precisely to the logical paradox of the “‘prohibition 
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iefincest””: what is prohibited is something already in itself impossible, 
yd. the enigmatic character of the prohibition of incest is precisely in 


imecessary further to forbid it? 
hi: Wherein consists, then, the paradox of the Slovene’s impotence? 
Nothing is easier than to explain this impotence as a result of excessive 
dience, remorse, as a result of a ‘‘feeling of guilt” resulting from 
xcessive discipline and rigid “moral sensitivity”, and so on. This is 
¢ habitual, everyday concept of psychoanalysis: against the excessive 
iscipline of superego, this agency of “internalized social repression”, 
is necessary to reaffirm the subject's capacity for relaxed fruition; it is 
cessary for the subject to free the ‘‘internal inhibition” which blocks 
iis access to enjoyment. 
‘Freud’s Slovene exhibits clearly the insufficiency of such a logic of 
freeing desire from the restraint of internal repression’’: he is, in 
Weiss’s words, “very immoral”, he exploits his neighbours and 
deceives with no kind of moral scruple — yet in all this he is far from 
gble to achieve relaxed fruition in sex, without any kind of “internal 
obstruction”; he is “completely impotent’, enjoyment is entirely 
er to him. Or, in the words of Lacan against Dostoevsky, 
gain his famous position “If there is no God, all is permitted’’: if 
#there is no God — the Name-of-the-Father as an instance of the Law/ 
‘Prohibition — everything is forbidden. And is it too much to suggest 
sthat this is precisely the logic of “totalitarian” political discourse? The 
i.“impediment” of the subject, produced by this discourse, results from 
,2 similar absence, suspension, of the Law/Prohibition. However, to 
(return to our Slovene: on the basis of the fact that it was only Lacan 
“who elaborated this logical paradox of “impediment”, of universal- 
Azed prohibition, brought about by the very absence of the Law/ 
:Prohibition, we could venture some wild speculation and say that we 
“Slovenes — “unanalysable” according to Freud — had to wait for Lacan 
“to find a meeting with psychoanalysis; only with Lacan did psycho- 
“analysis itself achieve a level of sophistication on which it is capable of 
tackling such foul apparitions as the Slovenes.* 
_ How do we account for this paradox that the absence of Law 
Uuniversalizes Prohibition? There is only one possible explanation: 
“enjoyment itself, which we experience as “transgression”, is in its innermost 
Status something imposed, ordered — when we enjoy, we never do it 
“spontaneously”, we always follow a certain injunction. The psy- 
choanalytic name for this obscene injunction, for this obscene call, 
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“Enjoy!”, is superego. This paradox of the superego is staged in its 
pure form in Monty Python’s Meaning of Life, in the episode about 
sexual education: bored schoolboys yawn in the classroom, awaiting 
their teacher’s arrival; when one of them shouts ‘‘He is coming!”, all of 
a sudden they start to make a noise, shout and throw things at each 
other ~ the entire spectacle of wild uproar is here exclusively to 
impress the teacher’s gaze. After quietening them, the teacher begins 
to examine them on how to arouse the vagina; caught in their 
ignorance, the embarrassed pupils avoid his gaze and stammer half- 
articulated answers, while the teacher reprimands them severely for 
not practising the subject at home. With his wife’s assistance, he 
thereupon demonstrates to them the penetration of penis into vagina; 
bored by the subject, one of the schoolboys casts a furtive glance 
through the window, and the teacher asks him sarcastically: “Would 
you be kind enough to tell us what is so attractive out there in the 
courtyard?” Things are here brought to extreme: the reason this 
inverted presentation of the ‘“‘normal’”’, everyday relationship between 
Law (authority) and pleasure produces such an uncanny effect is of 
course that it exhibits in broad daylight the usually concealed truth 
about the “normal” state of things where enjoyment is sustained by a 
severe superego imperative. 

The crucial theoretical point not to be missed here is that such 
mirror-inversion cannot be reduced to the domain of the Imaginary. 
That is to say, when one deals with the opposition of the Imaginary 
(captivation by the mirror-image, recognition in a fellow~creature) 
and the Symbolic (the purely formal order of differential features), one 
usually fails to notice how the specific dimension of the Symbolic 
emerges from the very imaginary mirroring: namely, from its doub- 
ling, by means of which — as Lacan puts it succinctly — the real image is 
substituted by a virtual one. The Imaginary and the Symbolic are 
therefore not simply opposed as two external entities or levels: within 
the Imaginary itself, there is always a point of double reflection at 
which the Imaginary is, so to speak, hooked on the Symbolic. 

Hegel demonstrates the mechanism of this passage in the dialectic of 
the “topsy-turvy world” [die verkehrte Welt] which concludes the 
section on Consciousness in his Phenomenology of Spirit. After expos- 
ing the Christian notion of the Beyond as the inversion of the 
terrestrial life (here, injustice and violence reign, while There, good- 
ness will be rewarded, etc.) he points out how inversion is always 
double — how, on a closer look, it becomes manifest that the “first” 
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world whose inverted image is the topsy-turvy world is already in 
itself inverted. Therein consists the rationale of caricature — let us just 
fecall Swift’s procedure in Gulliver's Travels: the reader is confronted 
with a series of mocking inversions of our “normal” human universe 
Whe island populated by dwarfs two inches tall; a country where 
“normal” relations between humans and horses are reversed — where 
kiumans live in stables and serve horses . . . ). Swift’s true targets are, 
é course, our own weaknesses and stupidities: by means of a fantasy- 
world which presents its inverted image, he endeavours to turn into 
fidicule the follies — the invertedness — of our own allegedly “normal” 
world. The image of humans who serve horses should arouse us to the 
iyanity of the human species as compared with the simple dignity of 
horses; the null disputes of the Lilliputians are there to remind us of the 
conceit of human customs, and so on.* 

* Here, we can clearly discern the function of the Ego-Ideal — that is, 
of symbolic identification — from its imaginary counterpart: symbolic 
ddentification is identification with the ideal (‘‘virtual’’) point from 
which the subject looks upon himself when his own actual life appears 
fo him as a vain and repulsive spectacle. That is to say, Swift, like 
Monty Python, belongs to the ‘‘misanthropic’’ lineage of English 
humour based on an aversion to life as the substance of enjoyment, 
‘and the Ego-Ideal is precisely the viewpoint assumed by the subject 
‘when he perceives his very “normal” everyday life as something 
inverted, This point is virtual, since it figures nowhere in reality: it 
‘differs from “actual” life as well as from its inverted caricature — that is 
tO say, it cannot be located within the mirror-relationship between 
reality and its inverted image —as such, it is ofa strictly symbolic nature. 


ea 


‘Let the Emperor have his clothes! 


Another way of arriving atthe same point is via the gesture of stating 
that the Emperor has no clothes. The child from Andersen's tale who 
with disarming innocence states the obvious is usually taken as an 
exemplar of the word which delivers us from stuffy hypocrisy and 
forces us to confront the actual state of things. What one prefers to pass 
Over in silence are the catastrophic consequences of such a liberating 
Besture for its environs, for the intersubjective network within which 
it takes place: by stating openly that the Emperor has no clothes, we 
intend only to get rid of the unnecessary hypocrisy and pretence. After 
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the deed, when it is already too late, we suddenly notice that we got 
more than we bargained for — that the very community of which we 
were a member has disintegrated. This is why, perhaps, the time has 
come to abandon the usual praise of the child’s gesture and rather 
conceive it as the prototype of the innocent chatterbox who - by 
blurting out what should remain unspoken if the existing intersubjec- 
tive network is to retain its consistency — unknowingly and involun- 
tarily sets off the catastrophe. 

Ring Lardner’s little masterpiece ‘Who dealt?” tells the story of 
such a prattler. There is nothing special in its plot line as such: two 
friendly couples — the narrator and her husband Tom; Helen and 
Arthur - spend an evening together playing bridge. The narrator, who 
is only recently married to Tom, knows nothing about his stormy 
past: years ago, he and Helen were passionately in love; because of a 
petty misunderstanding they split up; broken and helpless, Helen 
married their reliable friend Arthur, while Tom struggled to pull 
himself out of despair and took comfort in writing poems which, ina 
half-concealed way, tell the story of his lost love. The narrator has 
found Tom’s literary efforts among his papers; unaware of their 
impact, she recites them during the game to amuse the company. 
The story ends at the precise moment when the catastrophe comes to 
light: when the narrator becomes aware of saying something terribly 
wrong... ° 

So far, nothing special. The effect of the story hinges exclusively on 
its narrative perspective: it is written entirely as the narrator's mono- 
logue, as her confused prattle accompanying the game - we are strictly 
limited to her perspective, to what she says and sees. It would be easy 
to imagine the same story retold from another perspective: that of her 
husband Tom, for example, who trembles with anxiety as he observes 
his prattling wife approaching the ‘dangerous ground”. Lardner 
wisely preferred the viewpoint of the person who unknowingly acted 
as the cause of catastrophe: instead of presenting the catastrophe 
immediately, he evokes it ‘off champ” (to use this term from cinema 
theory) — that is, as it is mirrored in the face of its cause. Therein consists 
his narrative mastery: although strictly limited to the viewpoint of the 
innocent chatterbox, we — the readers — simultaneously occupy the 
position of the Hitchcockian “‘man who knows too much” — who 
knows that the prattler’s words inscribe themselves in a framework 
within which they mean catastrophe. Our horror is strictly co- 
dependent on the radical limitation of our perspective to that of the 
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norant prattler who, until the very end, has no presentiment of the 
ect of her words. 

This is what Lacan means when he ascertains that the subject of the 
ifier is constitutively split: the speaking subject is split into the 
orance of her imaginary experience (the narrator imagines that she 
pursuing the usual light table conversation) and the weight her 
ords assume within the field of the big Other, the way they affect the 
stersubjective network — the “truth” of innocent prattle can well be 
tersubjective catastrophe. Lacan’s point is simply that these two 
rvels never fully cohere: the gap separating them is constitutive; the 
yject, by definition, cannot master the effects of his speech, since the 
ig Other is in charge. 

K. This limitation to the viewpoint of the narrator as cause of the 
atastrophe implies again the structure of double mirroring: our view 
f@ not confined to the way her words are mirrored in the eyes of those 
fatfected by them, but even more radically to the way the effect of her 
yords upon her environs — the mirroring of her words in her environs 
‘is mirrored back in herself. Here, again, this double reflection produces 
symbolic point the nature of which is purely virtual: neither what I 
nmediately see (“reality” itself) nor the way others see me (the “real” 
verted image of reality) but the way I see the others seeing me. If we do 
ot add this third, purely virtual viewpoint of the Ego-Ideal, then it 
tmains totally incomprehensible how the inverted representation of 
“normal” world can act as an ironic refusal of the invertedness that 
pertains to our “normal” world itself — that is, how the depiction of a 
itrange world opposed to ours can give rise to the radical estrange- 
fent from our own. The key to the efficacy of Lardner’s story is that, 
means of such a double mirroring, we — its readers — are set up in the 
ition of the narrator’s Ego-Ideal: we are capable of locating her self- 
ifatuated prattle in its intersubjective context and thus taking notice 
get its catastrophic effects. In Hegelese: we, the readers, are her ‘‘In- 
ettself or For-us”’. 

This is also the point at which all attempts to define the “inverted- 
s” of the modern world reach an impasse: the double inversion calls 
igAtO question the very standard of “normality” which they make use 
Bs f to measure the invertedness; what we have in mind here are 
" Ormulations based upon the “instead-of” logic, like those which 
bound in the works of young Marx (‘‘instead of recognizing in the 
Product of my work the actualization of my essential forces, this 
oduct appears to me as an independent power oppressing me. . .”). 
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Let us just recall the famous research on authoritarian personality 
from the late forties where Adorno and his collaborators endeavoured 
to define the “authoritarian syndrome” — the Weberian ideal-type of 
the authoritarian psychic disposition. How did they construct their 
initial hypothesis, the coherent series of features which constitute the 
“authoritarian type”? Martin Jay, in his Dialectical Imagination,’ makes 
a sarcastic remark on how they arrived at the “authoritarian :syn- 
drome” by simply inverting the features that define the (ideological) 
image of the liberal bourgeois individual. The ambiguity consists in 
the non-explicated status of this “positive” counterpart to the “auth- 
oritarian personality”: is it effectively its positive counterpart for the 
realization of which we should strive, or is the “authoritarian persona- 
lity” the reverse of the “liberal personality” in the sense of its inherent 
dark side? 

In the first case, “liberal personality” is conceived as a kind of 
“essential possibility” the realization of which turned into its opposite 
because of the Fascist “regression”; their relationship is therefore that 
of the ideal paradigm (‘liberal personality’’) and its perverted realiza- 
tion (‘authoritarian personality”) — as such, it could easily be des- 
cribed by means of the young-Marxian rhetorics (‘instead of 
tolerating difference and accepting non-violent dialogue as the only 
means to arrive at a common decision, the subject advocates violent 
intolerance and distrust in free dialogue”; “instead of critically exa- 
mining every authority, the subject uncritically obeys those in 
power’’, etc.). 

In the second case, “authoritarian personality” has a strict sympto- 
matic value: in it, the “repressed truth” of the liberal, ‘‘open” persona- 
lity emerges — that is, the liberal personality is confronted with its 
“totalitarian” foundation. The same ambiguity pertains to Marx’s 
formulation of the “topsy-turvy world” of commodity-fetishism as 
the inversion of the “normal” transparent relations between indivi- 
duals — as, for example, when he compares the inversion proper to 
commodity-fetishism with the idealist inversion of the relationship 
between the Universal and the Particular: 


If] say: Roman law and German law are both laws, it is something which 
stands by itself. But if, on the contrary, I say: rHE Law, this abstract thing 
realizes itself in Roman law and in German law, i.e. in these concrete laws, 
the interconnection becomes mystical.? 
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n low do common-sense nominalism (Roman law and German law as 
© laws) and speculative idealism (THE Law realizes itself in Roman 
ww and in German law) relate? Is the latter a simple inversion of the 
st, and as such the theoretical expression of the invertedness (“alie- 
ation’’) of the actual social life itself, or is the “‘topsy-turvy world” of 
ialectical speculation the hidden “truth” of our very “normal”, 
eryday, commonsensical universe? What is at stake here is the very 
tion of “alienation” in Marx: the moment invertedness is redoubled 
i the moment the inversion attests to the invertedness of the “normal” 
state itself — the very standard by means of which we measure 
fienation is called in to question. 
i , We could further posit that with Lacan, the status of the subject 
Hsself (the subject of the signifier) is that of just such a “virtual image”’: 
-exists only as a virtual point in the self-relating of the signifier’s 
idyads; as something that “will have been”, that is never present in 
ality or its ‘“‘real’’ (actual) image. It is always-already ‘“‘past”, 
ithough it never appeared “in the past itself”; it is constituted by 
eans of a double reflection, as the result of the way the past’s 
Troring in the future is mirrored back in the present. We all 
ember from our youth the sublime dialectical materialist formulas 
f the “subjective mirroring-reflection of the objective reality”; all we 
ehave to do to arrive at the Lacanian notion of the subject is to redouble 
the reflection: the subject designates that virtual point in which reflection 
é itself is reflected back into “reality” — in which, for example, (my 
i perception of) the possible future outcome of my present acts deter- 
"mines what I will do now. What we call “subjectivity” is at its most 
lementary this self-referential “‘short circuit’ which ultimately invali- 
Gates every prognosis in intersubjective relations: the prognosis itself, 
fas soon as it is uttered, bears upon the predicted outcome, and it is 
: ‘never able to take into account this effect of its own act of enunciation. 
And the same goes for Hegelian reflection: far from being reducible to 
*thei imaginary mirror-relationship between the subject and its other, it 
Mis always redoubled in ae above-described way; it implies a non- 
imaginary “virtual” point. 

The basic lesson of the double reflection is therefore that the 
symbolic truth emerges via the “imitation of imitation” — this is what 
Plato found unbearable in the illusion of painting, this is why he 
wanted to expel painters from his ideal state: “The picture does not 
compete with appearance, it competes with what Plato designates for 
us beyond appearance as being the Idea.”"! Here, one has only to recall 
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the resort to “theatre within theatre” in order to stage a concealed 
truth (this is how the king-murderer is unmasked in Hamlet, for 
example), or the resort to “painting within painting” in order to 
indicate the dimension excluded from the painting. And is not the 
lesson of Hitchcock’s Vertigo precisely the same: the hour of truth 
arrives for Scottie, the film’s hero, when he discovers that the copy he 
was trying to re-create (i.e. Judy, whom he was trying to remodel into 
a perfect copy of Madeleine, his lost great love) actually is the girl 
whom he knew as “Madeleine”, and that he was therefore busy at 
making a copy of a copy? Gavin Elster, the film’s evil spirit, has already 
used Judy as a substitute for his wife — that is, remodelled her after the 
“true” Madeleine. In other words, Scottie’s fury at the end is an 


authentic Platonic fury: he is furious at discovering that he was imitating 
the imitation. 


The “quilting point” 


At the level of the semiotic process, the Ego-Ideal that emerges from 
the double reflection equals what Lacan called le point de capiton (the 
“quilting point”, literally: the “upholstery button’”).'? Lacan intro- 
duces this concept in Chapter XXI of his seminar Les Psychoses,!3 with 
regard to the first act of Jean Racine’s play Athalie: to Abner’s 
lamentations about the sad fate which awaits the partisans of God 
under the reign of Athaliah, Jehoiada replies with the famous lines: 


The one who puts a stop to the fury of the waves 
Knows also of the evil men how to stop the plots. 
Subservient with respect to his holy will, 

I fear God, dear Abner, and have no other fear. 


This “Je crains Dieu, cher Abner, et n’ai point d’autre crainte” brings about 
an instant conversion of Abner: from an impatient, fervent — and 
precisely for this reason unreliable — zealot it creates a firm, faithful 
adherent, sure of himself and of divine power. How does this evocation 
of the “fear of God” succeed in effecting the miraculous conversion? 
Previous to it, Abner sees in the earthly world only a multitude of 
dangers which fill him with fear, and he waits for the opposite pole, 
that of God and His representatives, to lend him their help and allow 
him to conquer the many difficulties of this world. However, faced 
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this opposition between the earthly realm of dangers, uncer- 
ty, fears, and so on, and the divine realm of peace, love and 
urance, Jehoiada does not simply try to convince Abner that divine 
rces are, despite everything, powerful enough to gain the upper 
ad over earthly disarray; he appeases his fears in a quite different 
y: by presenting their very opposite — God — as a thing more 
ghtening than all earthly fears. And — that is the ‘miracle of the 
joint de capiton — this supplemental fear, fear of God, retroactively 
nges the character of all other fears; it 


accomplishes the magical trick of transforming, from one minute to 

another, all fears into a perfect courage. All fears — I have no other fear — are 
: : ) 

exchanged against what is called the fear of God. 


he common Marxist formula of religious consolation as compensa-~ 
iition for ~ or, more precisely, an ‘“‘imaginary supplement” to — earthly 
br isery is based upon a dual, imaginary relation between the earthly 
below and the celestial Beyond: according to this conception, the 
ligious operation consists in compensating us for earthly horrors and 
‘uncertainties by the promise of beatitude which awaits us in the other 
Eworld — one has only to recall all the famous formulas of Ludwig 
Feuerbach on the divine Beyond as a specular, reversed image of 
‘earthly misery. Yet for this operation to work, a third, properly 
symbolic moment must intervene which somehow “mediates 
Ubetween the two opposite poles of the imaginary dyad (the fearful 
earthly below versus the blissful divine Beyond): the fear of God ~ that 
“as, the horrifying reverse of the celestial Beyond itself. The only way 
y¢ffectively to cancel earthly misery is to know that behind the multi- 
bude of earthly horrors, the infinitely more frightening horror of 
'God’s wrath must show through, so that earthly horrors undergo a 
“kind of “transubstantiation” and become so many manifestations of 
‘divine anger. This is one of the ways to draw the line that divides the 
‘Imaginary from the Symbolic: on the imaginary level, we react to 
earthly fears by “have patience, eternal bliss is waiting for you in the 
“Beyond. . . ”; whereas on the symbolic level, what delivers us from 
earthly fears is the assurance that the only thing we have to fear is God 
Himself — an additional fear that retroactively cancels all the others. 
One can discern the same operation in Fascist anti-Semitism: what 
does Hitler do in Mein Kampf to explain to the Germans the 
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misfortunes of the epoch, economic crisis, social disintegration, moral 
“decadence”, and so on? He constructs a new terrifying subject, a 
unique cause of Evil who “pulls the strings” behind the scene and is 
the sole precipitator of the series of evils: the Jew. The simple 
evocation of the “Jewish plot” explains everything: all of a sudden 
“things become clear”, perplexity is replaced by a firm sense of 
orientation, all the diversity of earthly miseries is conceived as the 
manifestation of the “Jewish plot’’. In other words, the Jew is Hitler’s 
point de capiton; the fascinating figure of the Jew is the product of a 
purely formal inversion; it is based upon a kind of “optical illusion” 
the mechanism of which was elaborated by Victor Schklovsky and, 
more recently, by Fredric Jameson: 


Don Quixote is not really a character at all, but rather an organizational 
device that permits Cervantes to write his book, serving as a thread that 
holds a number of different types of anecdotes together in a single form." 


Henry James designated this kind of narrative character whose actual 
function is to represent within the diegetic Space its own process of 
enunciation ~ the discursive structure of the work itself — by the term 
ficelle (Maria Gostrey in The Ambassadors, for example, is a ficelle). 
Therein consists also the function of the Jew in anti-Semitic ideology: 
in so far as an ideological edifice gains consistency from organizing its 
heterogeneous “raw material” into a coherent narrative, the entity 
called “Jew” is a device enabling us to unify in a single large narrative 
the experiences of economic crisis, “‘moral decadence” and loss of 
values, political frustration and “national humiliation”, and so on. As 
soon as we perceive as their common thread the “Jewish plot”, they 
became part of the same (narrative) plot. 

What we have here is an inversion by means of which what is 
effectively an immanent, purely textual operation — the “‘quilting” of 
the heterogeneous material into a unified ideological field - is per- 
ceived and experienced as an unfathomable, transcendent, stable point 
of reference concealed behind the flow of appearances and acting as its 
hidden cause. This inversion is best epitomized by the difference 
between the traditional and the modern notions of allegory: within the 
traditional space, the immediate diegetic content of a work personifies 
transcendent values or ideas (concrete individuals stand for Evil, 
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dom, Love, Lust, and so on); whereas in the modern space, the 
Mes tic content is conceived as an allegory of its own immanent 
yess of enunciation, of writing and reading. Let us take, for 
Heample, Hitchcock’s Psycho: the two opposed allegorical readings of 
Mis film are those of Jean Douchet (who reads it as a traditional 
ory: the patrolman as Angel trying to save Marion from destruc- 
, and so forth) and William Rothmann (who reads the diegetic 
tent of Psycho as an allegory of the very relationship between 
itchcock and the viewer of his film: the aggression in the shower 
Aagene epitomizes Hitchcock’s sadistic punishment of the viewer for his 
Haguisitiveness, and so on). 

In this precise sense, the “criticism of ideology” consists in unmask- 
traditional allegory as an “‘optical illusion” concealing the mecha- 
usm of modern allegory: the figure of the Jew as an allegory of Evil 
onceals the fact that it represents within the space of ideological 
iparration the pure immanence of the textual operation that “quilts” 
jt © The real questions, however, are: How is this purely formal 


iaubstantiality to be perceived as a flesh-and-blood personality? The 
esychoanalytic answer is, of course, enjoyment — the only substance 


icknowledged by psychoanalysis, according to Lacan. The “Jew 
yeannot be reduced to a purely formal organizational device; the 


e Conceived in this way, the point de capiton enables us to locate the 
‘Misreading of the notion of “suture” in Anglo-Saxon “‘deconstructi- 
"yism” — namely, its use as a synonym for ideological closure, for the 
‘Besture by means of which a given ideological field encloses itself, 
“effaces the traces of the material process which generated it; the traces 
‘of externality in its interior, the traces of senseless contingency in its 
‘immanent necessity. Let us recall how the King — this exemplar of 
Point de capiton, this individual who ‘“‘quilts” the social edifice — was 
conceptualized by Hegel: the King is undoubtedly the point of the 
“suture” of social totality, the point whose intervention transforms a 
“Contingent collection of individuals into a rational totality - yet 
‘Precisely as such, as the point which “sutures” Nature and Culture, as 
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the point at which a cultural-symbolic function (that of being a king) 
immediately coincides with a natural determination (who will be king 
is determined by nature, by biological lineage), the King radically “de- 
sutures” all other subjects, makes them lose their roots in some pre- 
ordained organic social body that would fix their place in society in 
advance and forces them to acquire their social status by means of hard 
labour. It is therefore not sufficient to define the King as the only 
immediate junction of Nature and Culture — the point is rather that 
this very gesture by means of which the King is posited as their 
“suture’’ de-sutures all other subjects, makes them lose their footing; 
throws them into a void where they must, so to speak, create 
themselves. 

Therein consists the accent of the Lacanian notion of “suture”, 
passed over in silence in Anglo-Saxon “‘deconstructivism” (in “decon- 
structivist” cinema theory, for example): to put it succinctly, the only 
thing that actually de-sutures is suture itself. This paradox comes to light in 
a palpable way apropos of the ambiguous and contradictory nature of 
the modern nation. On the one hand, “nation” of course designates 
modern community delivered of the traditional “‘organic’”’ ties, a 
community in which the pre-modern links tying down the individual 
to a particular estate, family, religious group, and so on, are broken — 
the traditional corporate community is replaced by the modern 
nation-state whose constituents are ‘“‘citizens”: people as abstract 
individuals, not as members of particular estates, and so forth. On the 
other hand, “nation” can never be reduced to a network of purely 
symbolic ties: there is always a kind of ‘‘surplus of the Real” that sticks 
to it—to define itself, “‘national identity” must appeal to the contingent 
materiality of the ‘common roots”, of “blood and soil”, and so on. In 
short, “‘nation” designates at one and the same time the instance by 
means of reference to which traditional “organic” links are dissolved 
and the “remainder of the pre-modern in modernity”: the form 
“organic inveteracy” acquires within the modern, post-traditional 
universe; the form organic substance acquires within the universe of 
the substanceless Cartesian subjectivity. The crucial point is again to 
conceive both aspects in their interconnection: it is precisely the new 
“suture” effected by the Nation which renders possible the “‘de- 
suturing”’, the disengagement from traditional organic ties. “Nation” 
is a pre-modern leftover which functions as an inner condition of 
modernity itself, as an inherent impetus of its progress. 
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signifier represents the subject for another signifier” 


attentive reader of Lacan will have noted how, apropos of the “fear 
God” as “quilting point”, he produces the formula of general 
ivalent: the “fear of God” springs up as the general equivalent of all 
—all fears ‘‘are exchanged against what is called the fear of Gad”. 
jo we not consequently encounter here the very logic which is at 
work in the dialectic of the commodity-form, when Marx infers the 
™ ypearance of money, the general equivalent of ali commodities? The 
ment all commodities are exchangeable against money — the 


modity — all other commodities undergo a ‘‘transubstantiation” 
d start to function as the appearance of the universal Value embodied 
money; as with religion, where all fears start to function as the 
lappearance of the fear of God. 

We mention this homology since the succession of the “forms of 
ue” in the Marxian analysis of commodity provides the conceptual 
ols enabling us to clarify what — at first sight, at least — cannot but 
ippear as a confusion, a contradiction even, in the Lacanian formula of 


hich of these two signifiers is namely $1 (the ‘‘Master-Signifier’’) 
d which S2 (the chain of knowledge)? If we rely on the doxa, the 
’answer seems clear: S1 represents the subject for $2, for the chain of 
Ssignifiers which includes it. Yet in a passage of what is probably the 
igtucial text of Ecrits, “Subversion of the Subject and Dialectic of 
'Desire”, Lacan univocally avers the exact opposite: 


. . a significr is that which represents the subject for another signifier. 
This signifier will therefore be the signifier for which all the other signifiers 
represent the subject: that is to say, in the absence of this signifier, all the 
other signifiers do not represent anything, since something is represented 
only for something else.'” 


It would follow from this that $1, the Master-Signifier, the One, is the 
Signifier for which all the others represent the subject. A further 
complication is involved in the play of singular and plural in the 
different versions of the formula of the signifier: at times a signifier 
represents the subject for ‘‘all the others”, whereas at other times it 

‘Yepresents the subject simply for ‘another signifier”. Are what we 
have here really meaningless variations that one can get rid of by 
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simply ascertaining that “another signifier” stands for “all the others” 
in a given signifier’s chain? 

How, then, are we to disentangle this mess? Let us begin at the most 
elementary: in what does the “differential” nature of the signifier 
consist? $1 and S2, the terms of the signifier’s dyad, are not simply two 
terms that appear at the same level, against the background of their 
common genus, and are held apart by a specific difference. “Differen- 
tiality” designates a more precise relationship: in it, the opposite of one 
term, of its presence, is not immediately the other term but the absence 
of the first term, the void at the place of its inscription (the void which 
coincides with its place of inscription) and the presence of the other, 
opposite, term fills out this void of the first term’s absence —this is how 
one has to read the well-known “structuralist” thesis according to 
which, in a paradigmatic opposition, the presence of a term means 
(equals) the absence of its opposite. The signifier’s opposition of “day” 
to “night”, for example, does not convey a simple alteration of day 
and night as two complementary terms which, together, would form 
a Whole (“there is no day without night, and vice versa”); the point is 
rather that 


the human being posits the day as such, whereby the day is present as day - 
against a background which is not the concrete background of night but 
the possible absence of day whereinto night is located, and vice versa, of 
course. }# 


Within a signifier’s dyad, a signifier thus always appears against the 
background of its possible absence which is materialized — which 
assumes positive existence — in the presence of its opposite. The 
Lacanian matheme for this absence is of course % the “barred”, 
“crossed-out”’ signifier: a signifier fills out the absence of its opposite — 
that is, it “represents”, holds the place of, its opposite. . .. We have 
already thus produced the formula of the signifier, so we can under- 
stand why 8 is for Lacan also the matheme for the subject: a signifier 
(St) represents for another signifier (S2) its absence, its lack $, which is 
the subject. The crucial point here is that in a signifier’s dyad, a 
signifier is never a direct complement to its opposite but always 
represents (gives body to) its possible absence: the two signifiers enter 
a “differential” relationship only via the third term, the void of their 
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sible absence — to say that signifier is differential means that there is 
W signifier which does not represent the subject. 


a ster-signifier if its eventual function becomes to represent a subject 
another signifier”.'? One can ascribe to every signifier a never- 
ding series of “equivalences”, of signifiers which represent for it the 
pid of its place of inscription; we find ourselves in a kind of dispersed, 
fion-totalized network of links, every signifier enters into a series of 
articular relationships with other signifiers. The only possible way 
it of this impasse is that we simply reverse the series of equivalences 
atid ascribe to one signifier the function of representing the subject (the 
‘ ce of inscription) for all the others (which thereby become ‘“‘all”’ - 
cn t is, are totalized): in this way, the proper Master-Signifier is 
duced. 
The parallel with the articulation of the value-form from the first 
apter of Capital strikes the eye: first, in the “simple, isolated or 
accidental form of value”, a commodity B appears as the expression of 
¥ lue of a commodity A; thereupon, in the “total or expanded form of 
ivalue”’, equivalences are multiplied — commodity A finds its equiva- 
ts in a series of commodities, B, C, D, E, which give expression to 
Hs value; finally, in the ‘‘general form of value”, we reach the level of 
ithe “general equivalent” by simply reversing the “total or expanded 
dorm” — it is now commodity A itself which gives expression to the 
value of all other commodities, B, C, D, E.... In both cases, the 
itarting point consists in a radical contradiction (use-value and 
fexchange-)value of a commodity; a signifier and the void~place of its 
4 cription, i.e. S/%) because of which the first aspect of the contradic- 
‘tion (use-value, signifier) must from the very beginning be posited as a 
dyad: a commodity can express its (exchange-)value only in the use- 
Value of another commodity; for a signifier, its place of inscription — its 
‘Possible absence ($) — can be represented only in the presence of 
another signifier. The play of singular and plural, as well as the 
exchange of places between S1 and S2 in the different versions of the 
canian formula of the signifier, can thus be accounted for by means 
of reference to the succession of the three forms of value: 
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1. The simple form: “for a signifier, another signifier represents the 
subject” (i.e. “‘a signifier represents the subject for another signi- 
fier’); 

2. The expanded form: “for a signifier, any of the other signifiers 
can represent the subject”’; 

3. The general form: “‘a (one) signifier represents the subject for all 
the other signifiers’’. . 


The turning point is of course the passage from 2 to 3, from 
“expanded” to “general” form: apparently, it only reverses the rela- 
tionship (instead of any signifier representing the subject for one 
signifier, we obtain one signifier representing the subject for all others), 
whereas it actually shifts the entire economy of representation by 
introducing an additional “reflective” dimension. 

To discern this dimension, let us return to the above-quoted passage 
from L’Envers de la psychanalyse: in its continuation, Lacan says that the 
subject “is simultaneously represented and not represented since at 
this level” (that is, in our “Marxian” reading, at the level of the 
“expanded form” where there is as yet no Master-Signifier stricto sensu) 
“something remains concealed in the relationship to this same signi- 
fier” — this oscillation between representation and non-representation 
points towards the ultimate failure of the subject’s signifying represen- 
tation: the subject has no “proper” signifier which would “fully” 
represent it, every signifying representation is a misrepresentation 
which, however imperceptibly, always-already displaces, distorts, the 
subject. . . . And it is precisely this irreducible failure of the signifying 
representation which elicits the passage from “simple” into 
“expanded” form: since every signifier misrepresents the subject, the 
movement of representation goes on to the next signifier in search of 
an ultimate “proper” signifier, the result of which is a non-totalized 
“bad infinity” of signifying representations. The crucial point, how- 
ever, is that the signifier which, with the emergence of the “general 
- form”’, is posited as the ‘‘general equivalent” representing the subject 
for “all the others” is not the finally found “proper” signifier, a 
representation which is not a misrepresentation: it does not represent 
the subject at the same level, within the same logical space, as the 
others (the “‘any of the others” from form 2). This signifier is, on the 
contrary, a “reflective” one: in it, the very failure, the very impossi- 
bility of the signifier’s representation is reflected into this represen- 
tation itself. In other words, this paradoxical signifier represents (gives 
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tion — to resort to the worn-out Lacanian formula, it functions as the 
ignifier of the lack of the signifier”, as the place of the reflective 


ifiers represent the subject for the signifier which in advance 
twepresents for them their own ultimate failure and is precisely as such — 
ys the representation of the failure of representation — ‘‘closer” to the 
sgubject than all the others (since the Lacanian “subject of the signifier” 
not a positive, substantial entity persisting outside the series of its 
presentations: it coincides with its own impossibility; it ‘‘is’’ nothing 
but the void opened up by the failure of its representations). The logic 
of this vicious circle is actually that of the old theological formula “you 
would not be looking for me if you had not already found me”: all 
ignifiers are in search of the subject for a signifier which has already 
und it for them. 

The logic of this “reflective” signifier — designated by Lacan also as 
h“phallic” signifier — comes out in its purest in the paradox of bodhi- 
[sattva in Mahayana Buddhism: the general conception of bodhisattva is 
rthat of one who has attained enlightenment and can pass over into 
irvana; yet the bodhisattva alone cannot actually pass over into 

irvana: 


because, were he to do so he would exhibit a selfishness that a bodhisattva 
cannot have. If he has the selfishness, he is not a bodhisattva, and so cannot 
enter Nirvana. If he lacks the selfishness, again, he cannot enter Nirvana, 
for that would be a selfish act... . . Sono one can reach Nirvana: we cannot 
because we are not bodhisattvas and the bodhisattva cannot because he is a 
bodhisattva.” 


Hn Lacanian theory, mysticism is usually located on the feminine side 

“Of his “formulae of sexuation”: the mystical experience as a boundless 

» and therefore “not-all”, non-phallic enjoyment; the paradox of bodhi- 
‘Sattva provides the contours of a “masculine”, “phallic” mystical 
Subjective position. 

The difference may be grasped clearly by confronting bodhisattva 
with the Taoist sage: in Taoism, the choice is ultimately a simple one: 
We either persist in the world of illusions or “follow the Way” [Tao] - 
leave behind us the world of false oppositions — whereas the basic 
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experience of bodhisattva concerns precisely the impossibility of such an 
immediate withdrawal of the individual from the world of illusions — 
if an individual accomplishes it, he thereby ascertains his difference 
from other human beings and thus falls prey to his selfishness in the 
very gesture of leaving it behind. The only escape from this deadlock 
is for the bodhisattva to postpone his own bliss until all mankind has 
reached the same point as he; this way, the Taoist sage’s indifference 
passes over into ethical heroism: the bodhisattva performs the act of 
supreme sacrifice by postponing his own entry into Nirvana for the 
sake of the salvation of mankind. In relation to other, ordinary 
humans who are still victims of the veil of illusions, the bodhisattva 
functions as a “reflective”, “phallic” element: he does represent 
Liberation, stepping out of the world of illusions — but not immedia- 
tely, like the Taoist sage; rather, he embodies the very impossibility of 
the individual’s immediate Liberation. In opposition to other, ordi- 
nary human beings, Liberation (the passage into Nirvana) is already 
present in him, but as a pure possibility which must forever remain 
postponed. 

The parallel with the Marxian analysis of the “value-form” can be 
prolonged a step further: with Marx, the “general form” itself has two 
stages — first, the commodity which serves as “general equivalent’ is 
the one which is most often exchanged, which has the greatest use- 
value (furs, corn, and so on); then, the relationship is inverted and the 
role of “general equivalent” is taken over by a commodity with no 
use-value (or at least with negligible use-value) — money (the “money 
form”).*! Following the same logic, the “general form” of the signify- 
ing equivalence (‘‘a signifier represents the subject for all of the other 
signifiers”) could be supplemented by its inversion — precisely that 
found in the above-quoted passage from “Subversion of the Subject”: 


4. the money form: “‘a (one) signifier for which all the other signifiers 
represent the subject” 


~ where the crucial point is the difference between this form and the 
“expanded” (2) form: the multitude of others which represent the 
subject for a signifier is here no longer “‘any of the others” — that is, the 
non-totalized collection of “others” — but the totality of ‘all che 
others”: the multitude is totalized through the exceptional position of 
the One which embodies the moment of impossibility. On the other 
hand, the co-dependence of the two stages of “general form” (“‘one for 
all the others” and then “all the others for the one”) pertains to the 
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erent level of representation: ‘‘all’’ represent for the One the 
bject, whereas the One represents for “all” the very impossibility of 
presentation. We can see how the One of a “pure” signifier again 


expanded” form into the “general”? form — the “reflection-into- 
self” of the reflection of the value of A into B — accomplishes the 
fmiracle of transforming the amorphous network of particular links 
into a consistent field totalized by the One’s exceptional position. In 
er words, the One ‘“‘quilts” the field of the multitude.” 


why is morality the darkest of conspiracies? 


The “Dreyfus Affair’ unfolds this “miraculous inversion” of the 
teliscursive field, produced by the intervention of the point de capiton, in 
‘ paradigmatic fashion. Its role in French and European political 
istory already resembles that of a point de capiton: it restructured the 
atire field and released, directly or indirectly, a series of displace- 
ents which even today determine the political scene: the separation 
of Church and State in bourgeois democracies, socialist collaboration 
ain bourgeois governments and the split of social democracy into 
Socialists and Communists that ensued from it, up to the birth of 
Wionism and the elevation of anti-Semitism to the key moment of 
Yight-wing populism. 
Re Here, however, one will try only to locate the decisive turn in its 
‘development: the intervention which made a judiciary quarrel bearing 
(On the equity and legality of a verdict the stake of a political battle 
iwhich shook the very foundations of national life. This turning point 
lis not to be sought, as one usually presumes, in the famous J’accuse that 
‘appeared i in Aurore on 13 January 1898, where Emile Zola took up once 
r@gain all the arguments for Dreyfus’s defence and denounced the 
- Corruption of official circles. Zola’s intervention remained in the realm 
“of bourgeois liberalism, that of the defence of the liberties and rights of 
‘the citizen, and so on. The real upset took place in the second half of 
that year. On 30 August, Lieutenant Colonel Henry, new Chief of the 
Second Bureau (the French intelligence service) was arrested: he was 
Suspected of having forged one of the secret documents on the basis of 
Which Dreyfus had been condemned for high treason. The next day 
Henry committed suicide with a razor in his cell. This news provoked 
4 shock in public opinion: if Henry had confessed his guilt — and what 
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other meaning could one give to his suicide? — the accusation against 
Dreyfus must, in its entirety, lack solidity. Everyone expected a retrial 
and the acquittal of Dreyfus. Then: 


Then in the midst of the confusion and consternation, a newspaper article 
appeared which altered the situation. Its author was Maurras, a thirty- 
year-old writer hitherto known only in limited circles. The article was 
entitled “The first blood”. It looked at things in a way no one had thought 
or dared to look.? 


What did Charles Maurras do? He did not present any supplementary 
evidence, he did not refute any fact. He simply made a global 
reinterpretation by means of which the whole “affair” appeared in a 
different light. Out of Lieutenant Colonel Henry he made a heroic 
victim who had preferred patriotic duty to abstract “justice”. That is 
to say, having seen how the Jewish ‘Syndicate of Treason” had 
exploited a little judiciary error in order to undermine the foundation 
of French life and to break the backbone of the army, Henry did not 
hesitate to commit a small patriotic crime to stop this race towards the 
precipice. The true stake in the “affair” was no longer the fairness of a 
sentence but the degeneration of the vital French power orchestrated 
by the Jewish financiers who hid behind corrupt liberalism, freedom of 
the press (which they controlled), autonomy of justice,and so on. As a 
result, its true victim was not Dreyfus but Henry himself, the solitary 
patriot who risked everything for the salvation of France and on 
whom his superiors, at the decisive moment, turned their backs: the 
“first blood” spilled by the Jewish plot. 

That intervention by Maurras changed everything: the Right united 
its forces, and “patriotic” unity rapidly took the upper hand over 
disarray. Maurras provoked this reversal by creating the triumph, the 
myth of the “first victim”, from the very elements which, before his interven- 
tion, roused disorientation and amazement (the falsification of documents, 
the inequity of the sentence, and so on), and which he was far from 
contesting. It is not surprising that right up to his death he considered 
this article his finest achievement. 

The elementary operation of the point de capiton should be sought in 
this “miraculous” turn, in this quid pro quo by means of which what 
immediately before was the very source of disarray becomes proof ofa 
triumph — as in the first act of Athalie, where the intervention of the 
“supplenientary fear”, that of God, momentarily changes all the other 
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into their opposite. Here one is dealing with the act of “creation” 
Mricto sensu: the act which turns chaos into a “new harmony” and 

sy denly makes “comprehensible” what was up to then a meaningless 
find even terrifying disturbance. It is impossible not to recall Christia- 
ity — less the act of God which made an ordered world out of chaos 
the decisive turning from which the definitive form of the 


is 
G 


aint Paul centred the whole Christian edifice precisely on the point 
which up to then appeared, to the disciples of Christ, as a horrifying 
frauma, “impossible”, non-symbolizable, non-integrable in their field 
f meaning: Christ’s shameful death on the cross between two rob- 
ers. Saint Paul made of this final defeat of Christ’s earthly mission 
Mwhich was, of course, the deliverance of the Jews from Roman 
@omination) the very act of salvation: by means of his death, Christ 
has redeemed humankind. 

E *One can cast another light on the logic of this “‘magical inversion” 
ay into triumph by a small detour through the detective story. 
What is its principal charm concerning the relationship between law 
and its transgression, the criminal adventure? We have on one side the 
feign of law, tranquillity, certainty, but also the triteness, the bore- 
dom of everyday life; and on the other side crime as—to quote Brecht - 
the only possible adventure in the bourgeois world. Detective stories, 
however, operate a radical turnround of this relation between law and 
its transgression: 


While it is the constant tendency of the Old Adam to rebel against so 
universal and automatic a thing as civilization, to preach departure and 
rebellion, the romance of police activity keeps in some sense before the 
mind the fact that civilization itself is the most sensational of departures 
and the most romantic of rebellions. . . . When the detective in a police 
romance stands alone, and somewhat fatuously fearless amid the knives 
and fists of a thieves’ kitchen, it does certainly serve to make us remember 
that it is the agent of social justice who is the original and poetic figure, 
while the burglars and footpads are merely placid old cosmic conserva- 
tives, happy in the immemorial respectability of apes and wolves. The 
romance of the police force is thus the whole romance of man. It is based 
On the fact that morality is the most dark and daring of conspiracies. 


The fundamental operation of the detective story then consists in 
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presenting the detective himself — the one who works for the defence 
of the law, in the name of the law, in order to restore the reign of the 
law — as the greatest adventurer and law-breaker, as a person in 
comparison to which it is the criminals themselves who appear like 
indolent petty bourgeois, careful conservators. ... There are, of 
course, a great number of transgressions of the law, crimes, adven- 
tures which break the monotony of everyday loyal and tranquil life, 
yet the only true transgression, the only true adventure, the one which 
changes all other adventures into bourgeois pettiness, is the adventure 
of civilization, of the defence of the law itself — again, as if all other 
crimes are exchanged against the crime that pertains to the law itself, 
which accomplishes the magical trick of turning all other crimes into 
perfect triteness. 

And it is the same with Lacan. For him also, the greatest trans- 
gression, the most traumatic, the most senseless thing, is law itself: the 
“‘mad” superegotistical law which inflicts enjoyment. One does not 
have on one side a multitude of transgressions, perversions, aggressi- 
venesses, and so on, and on the other side a universal law which 
regulates, normalizes, the cul-de-sac of transgressions, thereby mak- 
ing possible the pacific coexistence of subjects. The maddest thing 1s 
the reverse of the appeasing law itself, the law as a misunderstood, 
dumb injunction to enjoyment. One can say that law divides itself 
necessarily into an “‘appeasing”’ law and a ‘‘mad”’ law: the opposition 
between the law and its transgressions repeats itself inside (in Hege- 
lese: is ‘‘reflected into”) the law itself. Thus one has here the same 
operation as that in Athalie: confronted with ordinary criminal trans- 
gressions, law appears as the only true transgression, as in Athalie 
where God appears, in the face of earthly fears, as the only thing which 
is really to be feared. God thus divides Himself into an appeasing God, 
a God of love, tranquillity and grace, and a fierce, enraged God, He 
who provokes in man the most terrible fear. 

This tumround, this point of reversal at which the law itself appears 
as the only true transgression, corresponds exactly to what Hegel 
designated as the ‘negation of the negation”. First, we have the simple 
opposition between the position and its negation — in our case, 
between the positive, appeasing law and the multitude of its particular 
transgressions, crimes; the “negation of the negation” occurs when 
one notices that the only true transgression, the only crue negativity, 15 
that of the law itself which changes all the ordinary criminal trans- 
gressions into an indolent positivity. In this precise sense, “negation of 
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‘the negation’”’ designates “self-relating negativity’’: the moment when 


the external negative relationship between law and crime turns into 
law's internal self-negation - when law appears as the sole true 
transgression. 

That is why Lacanian theory is irreducible to any variant of trans- 
gressism, of anti-Oedipism,and so on: the only true anti-Oedipus is 
Oedipus itself, its superegotistical reverse. . . . One can follow this 
Hegelian” economy of Lacan up to his purely organizational deci- 


‘sions: the dissolution of the Ecole freudienne de Paris and the constitu- 


‘tion of the Cause freudienne in 1980 could have given the impression of 
a liberating act — Cause instead of School; an end to bureaucratization 
and regimentation of the school. . . . Yet a couple of months later, the 
new organization was rebaptized Ecole de la Cause freudienne: the 


‘School of the Cause itself, incomparably more severe than all other 


schools, just as the surpassing of earthly fears by divine love presup- 
poses the intervention of the fear of God Himself, incomparably more 
horrifying than all earthly fears. 


Il How To Count ZERO FOR ONE? 


Derrida as a reader of Hegel 


In defence of Derrida against the traditional philosophical criticism — 
tepresented, for example, by Habermas in his Philosophical Discourse of 


Modernity — it should be pointed out that Derridean “deconstruction” 


has nothing in common with the assertion of an all-embracing “tex- 


tuality” or ‘‘writing” in which the frontiers separating literature from 
Science, metaphor from literal sense, myth from logos, rhetoric from 


truth, and so on, are abolished — that is to say, in which science is 


Teduced to a species of literature, literal sense to a special case of 


metaphor, logos (rational thinking) to the “mythology of the Western 
man”, truth to a special rhetorical effect, and so forth. Derrida’s line of 
argument is here far more refined. Apropos of the difference between 
truth and rhetoric, for example, what Derrida endeavours to demon- 
Strate is how the very opposition of truth and ‘“‘mere rhetoric” — the 
establishment of truth as something which is prior to and independent 


‘Of “secondary” rhetorical effects and figures — is founded upon a radical 
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rhetorical gesture.* It is the same with all other couples we have 
mentioned: philosophical logos implies an inverted “white mytho- 
logy” [mythologie blanche], and so on. 

The crucial aspect not to be missed is how Derrida is here thoroughly 
“Hegelian”, whereby “Hegelian” is the inversion by means of which 
the moment which negates the point of departure coincides with this 
point of departure brought to its extreme. “Truth” as opposed to 
“mere rhetoric” is nothing but rhetoric brought to its extreme, to the 
point of its self-negation; literal sense is nothing but metaphor brought 
to self-negation; logos nothing but myth brought to self-negation, and 
so forth. In other words, the difference between rhetoric and truth falls 
within the very field of rhetoric, the difference mythos/logos is inherent to 
the field of myth; the difference metaphor/literal sense depends upon 
self-differentiation of metaphoricity. In the course of the dialectical 
process, the moment which, at first sight, appeared as the external 
limit of the point of departure proves to be nothing but the extreme of 
its negative self-relationship; and the perspicacity of a dialectical 
analysis is demonstrated precisely by its ability to recognize the 
supreme rhetorical gesture in a reference to Truth which haughtily 
depreciates rhetoric; to discern in logos which treats the “‘mythical way 
of thinking” condescendingly its concealed mythical foundation — or, 
as regards the relationship of law and crime, to identify “law” as 
universalized crime. The external opposition of particular crimes and 
universal law has to be dissolved in the “inner” antagonism of crime: 
what we call “law” is nothing but universalized crime — that is, law 
results from the negative self-relationship of crime. 

The problem with the Derridean approach is that it systematically 
overlooks the Hegelian character of its own basic operation and 
reduces Hegelian dialectics to the teleological circle of the Notion’s 
self-mediation whereby - to refer again to the examples already 
mentioned — crime is nothing but a ‘“‘sublated” moment of the law’s 
self-mediation, whereby the teleological movement of Truth subordi- 
nates rhetoric to itself, literal sense encompasses metaphor, and so on. 
Law needs crime to affirm its own reign by means of the crime’s 
“sublation” . . . . Itis apropos of the dialectic of law and crime that the 
contours of the two opposed readings of Hegelian dialectics come to 
light most clearly: 


® the traditional reading (followed also by Derrida) according to 
which negative particularity (crime as particular negation of the 
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universal law, for example) is just a passing moment of the law’s 
mediated identity-with-itself; 


' @ the reading according to which universal law itself is nothing but 
\niversalized crime, crime brought to its extreme, to the point of self- 
negation, whereby the difference crime/law falls within crime. Law 
“dominates” crime when some “absolute crime” particularizes all 
‘other crimes, converts them into ‘“‘mere particular crimes” — and this 
gesture of universalization by means of which an entity turns into its 
‘opposite is, of course, precisely that of point de capiton. 

¥ 


Identity as “reflective determination” 


(Hereby, we are in the very heart of the problem of identity. That is to 
‘say, these two readings point towards two different approaches to the 
‘Hegelian notion of self-identity: 


® The first reading implies the commonplace opposition of 
“abstract” identity which excludes difference, and “concrete” identity 
“qua “identity of identity and non-identity”’: identity which includes all 
the wealth of difference, since, ultimately, it consists in the identity of 
othe very process of mediation between differences. To return again to 
the example of law — law as the agency which excludes crime, which is 
abstractly opposed to it, is an abstract identity, in so far as it is a dead 
Scheme ~ all actual, effective life remains out of its reach; it lies within 
‘the particular content provided by crime. The concrete identity is, on 
the contrary, that of the law which is “‘mediated” by the particularity 
‘of crime; which includes crime as a sublated moment of the wealth of 
its content. Such a conception is usually expressed by means of well- 
known textbook phrases: “Identity is not a dead, rigid identity-with- 
‘itself of an entity, excluding all change, but identity which preserves 
itself through the very dynamics of change, identity of the life-process 
itself”... 


® Within the frame of the second reading, identity-with-itself is 
another name for ‘absolute contradiction’. For the coincidence 
between law and universalized crime, for example, the identity-with- 
itself of the law means that the law coincides with its opposite, with 
universalized crime. In other words, the law in its “abstract identity” — 
Opposed to crimes, exclusive of their particular content — is in 
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itself supreme crime. This is how the tautology “law is law” has to be 
read. The first law (“law is. . . ”) is the universal law in so far as it is 
abstractly opposed to crime, whereas the second law (“.. . law’’) 
reveals the. concealed truth of the first: the obscene violence, the 
absolute, universalized crime as its hidden reverse. (We can sense this 
concealed dimension of violence already apropos of the everyday, 
“spontaneous” reading of the proposition “law is law” — is not this 
phrase usually evoked precisely when we are confronted with the 
“unfair”, “incomprehensible” constraint that pertains to the law? In 
other words, what does this tautology effectively mean if not the 
cynical wisdom that law remains in its most fundamental dimension a 
form of radical violence which must be obeyed regardless of our 
subjective appreciation?) In ‘““The Class Struggles in France”, in the 
midst of a concrete analysis of the revolutionary process, Marx 
articulated an exemplary case of such a doubling of the Universal 
when it is confronted with its particular content. He discusses the role 
of the “party of Order” in the brisk events after the 1848 revolution: 


the secret of its existence [was] the coalition of Orleanists and Legitimists into 
one party . . . the nameless realm of the republic was the only one in which 
both factions could maintain with equal power the common class interest 
without giving up their mutual rivalry. ... if each of their factions, 
regarded separately, by itself, was royalist, the product of their chemical 
combination had necessarily to be republican.”© 


“Republican” is thus, in this logic, a species of the genus royalism; 
within the level of species, it holds the place of the genus itself — in it, 
the universal genus of royalism is represented, acquires particular 
existence, in the form of its opposite. In other words, the genus of 
royalism is divided into three species: Orleanists, Legitimists and 
republicans. We could also grasp this paradoxical conjunction as a 
question of choice. A royalist is forced to choose between Orleanism 
and Legitimism — can he avoid the choice by choosing royalism in 
general, the very medium of the choice? Yes — by choosing to be 
republican, by placing himself at the point of intersection of the two 
sets of Orleanists and Legitimists. 

This paradoxical element, the tertium datur, the excluded third of the 
choice, is the uncanny point at which the universal genus encounters 
itself within its own particular species — that is to say, the proposition 
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republican Legitimist 


“A royalist is a republican” is a tautology whose structure corresponds 


perfectly to that of the proposition “God is God”, unmasked by Hegel 
as pure contradiction: 


If anyone opens his mouth and promises to state what God is, namely God 
is — God, expectation is cheated, for what was expected was a different 
determination . . .. Looking more closely at this tedious effect produced by 
such truth, we see that the beginning, “The plant is — ”’, sets out to say 
something, to bring forward a further determination. But since only the 
same thing is repeated, the opposite has happened, nothing has emerged. 
Such identical talk therefore contradicts itself. Identity, instead of being in its 
own self truth and absolute truth, is consequently the very opposite; 
instead of being the unmoved simple, it is the passage beyond itself into the 
dissolution of itself.” 


As Hegel himself points out in the next paragraph, the key to this 
paradox consists in the tension between form and content: in the fact 
that we are concerned with the “‘form of the proposition’. It is this form 


which produces the ‘“‘expectation”’ of the specific determination of the 


initial neutral, abstract universality to be brought about by the second 
part of the proposition. Contrary to the usual conception, it is the 
form of the proposition which conveys difference, whereas the content 
remains stuck within inert identity. The form demands that the second 
part of the equation should procure a species of the genus, a determina- 
tion of the abstract universality, a mark inscribed into the place, an 
element of the set... . What do we get instead? Identity, this tedious 
point at which a set encounters itself among its elements, at which a 
genus encounters itself in the shape of its own species. 

More precisely, instead of encountering itself, the initial moment 
comes across its own absence, the set comes across itself as empty set. If 
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the first God (“God is . . . ”) is the Positive God, the genus which 
encompasses all species, all His particular content, the God of peace 
reconciliation and love, then the second God (“... God”) is the 
negative God, He who excludes all His predicates, all particular 
content, the God of hatred and destructive fury, the mad God — as in 
the proposition “‘the royalist is a republican”, in which “republican” 
embodies royalism in general by means of excluding all its particular 
content (the different species of royalism). This is what Hegel means 
by the notorious “identity of opposites”. Far from implying the 
nonsensical identification of mutually exclusive predicates (‘this rose 
is simultaneously red and blue”), this identity designates the above- 
mentioned self-reference of the Universal ~ the Universal is the opposite 
to itself in so far as it relates to itself in the Particular; in so far as it 
arrives at its being-for-itself in the form of its opposite. 

This effect of contradiction can take place only within the frame- 
work ofa dialogical economy. The first part (“God is. . . ”) provokes 
in the interlocutor the expectation determined by the very form of the 
Proposition (one awaits a predicate different from the subject, a specific 
determination of the divine universality: God is .. . omnipotent, 
infinitely good and wise, and so on). The expectation thus provoked is 
then disappointed by the second part (“. . . God”) in which the same 
term recurs. This dialogical economy therefore implies a purely 
logical temporality: a temporal scansion between the moment of expec- 
tation and the moment of its disappointment, a minimal delay of the 
second part of the tautology. Without this minimal temporality, the 
Proposition A = A remains a simple affirmation of identity and cannot 
produce the effect of pure contradiction. 


“Godis...” 


Therein consists, in short, the Hegelian conception of identity: iden- 
tity of an entity with itself equals the coincidence of this entity with the 
empty place of its “inscription”. We come across identity when 
Predicates fail. Identity is the surplus which cannot be captured by 
predicates ~ more precisely (and this precision is crucial if we want to 
avoid a misconception of Hegel), identity-with-itself is nothing but this 
impossibility of predicates, nothing but this confrontation of an entity 
with the void at the point where we expect a predicate, a determina- 
tion of its positive content (“law is. . . ”). Identity-with-itself is thus 
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gnother name for absolute (self-referential) negativity, for the negative 
peeschship towards all predicates that define one’s — what? — identity. 
ln so far as, in Hegel, absolute negativity constitutes the fundamental 
ffeature of subjectivity, we could add that “A = A” offers us the 
shortest possible formulation of the identity of substance and subject: 
‘subject is substance reduced to the pure point of negative relationship 
towards its predicates; substance in so far as it excludes all the wealth 
jof its contents. In other words, it is a totally “desubstantialized” 
igubstance whose entire consistency lies in the refusal of its predi- 
icates.8 
«| And — to return to Derrida — this is the step that the Derridean 
deconstruction” seems unable to accomplish. That is to say, Derrida 
Ancessantly varies the motif of how full identity-with-itself is imposs- 
‘ible; how it is always, constitutively, deferred, split; how the condi- 
tion of its possibility is the condition of its impossibility; how there is 
no identity without reference to an outside which always-already 
truncates it, and so on, and so on. Yet what eludes him is the Hegelian 
inversion of identity qua impossible into identity itself as a name for a certain 
radical impossibility. The impossibility unearthed by Derrida through 
the hard work of deconstructive reading supposed to subvert identity 
constitutes the very definition of identity. It is here that we should 
recall the proposition from Hegel’s Logic: “By way of reconciliation, 
the negative force recognizes in what it fights against its own force” — 
by way of reconciliation, the “deconstruction” recognizes in identity 
that it endeavours to subvert via the hard-working symptomal read- 
ing “its own essence”: the name for the impossibility that hinders the 
Constitution of a full identity-with-itself. The same proposition 
applies also to the relation of law and crime: by way of reconciliation, 
the negative force of crime recognizes in the law it fights against its 
Own essence — universalized crime.7? 

This very logic of identity was at work in the fantasy-image of 
Margaret Thatcher. Within a “deconstructivist” approach, it is easy to 
locate the paradoxical Outside by reference to which Thatcherism 
constructed its identity. The invasion of ‘‘alien” powers (‘‘maladjus- 
ted” immigrants, IRA terrorism, Scargill’s NUM as the “enemy 
within’’, and so on) threatens to undermine “British character”, the 
attitude of self-reliance, law and order, respect for values and indus- 
trious work; and thus to overflow and dissolve British identity. It is 
therefore highly significant that in her description of the adversary 
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Thatcher has often resorted to the metaphor of an alien Monster 
eroding and corrupting the fabric of “our way of life”. Here, the 
“‘deconstructivist” approach would point out the fundamental ambi- 
guity of this “alien” element, its double status: it is simultaneously 
within the structure as its subordinated, contained element (the immi- 
grant who accepts the superiority of the British way of life) and outside 
it (the threatening, cancerous foreign body). 

This ambiguity forces us to reverse the spontaneous ideological 
perception of Thatcherism: it is not sufficient to say that Thatcherism 
was obsessed by the fear of the “‘alien” intruder supposed to under- 
mine our identity; what must be added is that the very identity of the 
“British character” constitutes itself by reference to this intruder, not 
only in sense of a simple differential opposition whereby an identity 
can assert itself only via its difference to its Other, but in a far more 
radical way. Our identity is in itself always-already “truncated”, 
impossible, mutilated, ‘“‘antagonistic”, and the threatening intruder is 
nothing but an outside-projection, an embodiment of our own inher- 
ent antagonism . . . . From the Hegelian—Lacanian perspective, how- 
ever, a further crucial step is necessary, indicated already by Jacqueline 
Rose in her analysis of Thatcherism’s appeal.” 

The starting point of Rose’s analysis is the uncanny resemblance 
between Thatcher, the “cold-blooded” defender of “tough” mea- 
sures, the [ron Lady, and Ruth Ellis, a mythical figure of English crime 
history, a murderess who irritated the public by not accomplishing the 
crime in the usual “feminine” way (outburst of passions, hysterical 
breakdown, and so on) ~ until the very end, she kept her composure, 
did not show any remorse, attended the trial impeccably dressed. . . . 
The “secret” of Thatcher consists in the same “impossible” conjunc- 
tion of femininity with the resolute and calculating “male” attitude: 
although she acts as a male criminal, she can get away with it in so far 
as she is a woman . . . . Are we not again at the Hegelian formula of 
identity? Is the equation “Thatcher = Ellis” not a new version of the 
tautology “God is God”’ or “‘royalist is republican”? The point is not 
only that Thatcher’s identity is constituted by reference to a constitu- 
tive Outside; this identity itself consists in an “impossible” coinci- 
dence of caring, law-and-order woman with the toughest possible 
criminal attitude. When the critics of Thatcher drew attention to her 
“darker” side (cold-blooded spirit of revenge, and so on) they unwit- 
tingly consolidated her identity. 
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“‘chiasmic exchange of properties”’ 


{Jmberto Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum contains an ironic digression that 
bles us to grasp clearly this crucial difference between transgression 
lof an identity and the conception of identity itself as the result of a certain 
transgression”, With regard to some great literary classic, a “‘trans- 
ression” of its identity would consist in treating it sacrilegiously. 
KOne would be expected to imitate it ironically, to introduce arbitrary 
\ghanges of details into it, to demonstrate how it does not constitute a 
‘glosed, harmonious Whole but is full of flaws (and elements which fill 
ee these flaws) . . . in short, our aim would be to “deconstruct” the 
‘qlassic’s identity-with-itself, What Eco accomplishes in the ironic 
idigression apropos of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, however, is of quite 
janother nature. He does not “‘deconstruct” the identity of Hamlet. On 
‘phe contrary, he (reconstructs it, but in such a way that its identity 
‘appears as the result of a series of contingent, incoherent operations. 
To use Hegelian terminology: instead of subverting the positive 
‘consistency of Hamlet by setting free the deconstructive “power of the 
ihegative”’, he lets us see the very positivity of Hamlet as something that 
‘results from the self-referential activity of the “power of the nega- 
‘tive”. This digression consists in an imagined conversation between 
‘Shakespeare and his publisher: 


* “Dye looked at your work. Not bad. It has tension, imagination. Is this the 

.: first piece you’ve written?” 

“No. I wrote another tragedy. It's the story of two lovers in Verona 
who...” 

“Let’s talk about this piece first, Mr. S. | was wondering why you set it 
~ in France. May I suggest - Denmark? It wouldn’t require much work. If 
i: you just change two or three names, and turn the chateau of Chalons-sur- 
"Marne into, say, the castle of Elsinore ... . In a Nordic, Protestant 
atmosphere, in the shadow of Kierkegaard, so to speak, all these existential 
overtones...” 

“Perhaps you're right.” 

“I think I am. The work might need a little touching up stylistically. 
Nothing drastic; the barber’s snips before he holds up the mirror for you, 
So to speak. The father’s ghost, for example. Why at the end? I'd put him at 
the beginning. That way the father’s warning helps motivate the young 
prince’s behavior, and it establishes the conflict with the mother.” 

“Hmm, good idea. I’d only have to move one scene.” 

“Exactly. Now, style. This passage here, where the prince tums to the 
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audience and begins his monologue on action arid inaction. It’s a nice 
speech, but he doesn’t sound, well, troubled enough. ‘To act or not to act? 
This is my problem.’ I would say not ‘my problem’ but ‘the question’. 
‘That is the question.’ You see what I mean? It’s not so much his individual 
problem as it is the whole question of existence. The question whether to 
be or not tobe... 9! 


The effect thus achieved in a way inverts the Brechtian Verfremdung: it 
does not simply “estrange”’, “denaturalize”, a most familiar classic — it 
rather allows us to see negativity at work in the very constitution of 
this classic; it procures an answer to the question “How did the classic 
become a classic?”’ By displaying the intertwinement of contingent 
encounters that brought about the classic, it “generates” the familiar 
classic from the Strange. To refer again to Hegelian terms: it exhibits 
how the Familiar results from the double ‘‘estrangement” — from the 
estrangement’s self-reference. Our starting point is the Unfamiliar: by 
varying it, by estranging it from itself, we find ourselves all of a 
sudden in the midst of the Familiar — this is what Hegel has in mind 
when he defines identity as “reflective determination’’, as a result of 
the self-referential movement of negativity. 

Let us return for the Jast time to the dialectic of law, and crime as its 
transgression. “Law” in its positive identity results from the negative 
self-relationship of crime by means of its universalization, from an 
“absolute” criminal gesture which excludes all other, particular crimes 
~in other words, from the self-estrangement of the crime as “strange” 
to the law’s “normality”. This reversal, the dialectical “‘generatrix” of 
identity, i is homologous to what Andrzej Warminski concisely called 

‘an (chiasmic) exchange of properties”’,*? although he also falls prey to 
the error common among perspicacious critics of Hegel and formu- 
lates as a reproach to Hegel what is actually a basic feature of Hegel’s 
thought. 

Warminski develops this ‘exchange of properties” apropos of the 
example of example itself, apropos of the way Hegel conceives the 
difference between example [Beispiel] and its meaning, pure thought. 
At first sight, things seem clear: an example is just an external, passive 
resource which enables us to give plastic expression to our thought; 
although thought needs it to achieve its clear comprehension, we must 
be careful to avoid being seduced by its literality, by the excess of its 
external, particular content — an example is ultimately “just an ex- 
ample”, it should “‘sublate”’ itself by directing our attention towards 
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fits notional kernel. What we have here is thus, at first sight, a pure case 
F of the classical metaphysics of meaning: we must prevent the inner 


Presence-to-itself of the thought from getting lost and dispersing itself 


the false, deceptive wealth of its example — the inner content must 
dominate and penetrate the false immediacy of the example. 

* However, as Warminski demonstrates by means of a detailed analy- 
‘sis of the way Hegel treats the classical Aristotelian wax/ring example 
(just as wax takes in only the sign of the golden signet ring, not the 
gold itself, rather purely its form, so in sensation only the form of the 
pore object comes to the soul, without the matter), there is 
‘always some point at which this opposition of the inner/active thought 
‘and of its external/passive example breaks down — is inverted: at the 
‘point, namely, at which Hegel endeavours to explain by means of an 
Feomole the very difference between literal and proper (theoretical) readings 
of an example. At this point, a kind of paradoxical short circuit occurs: 
ithe difference between example and the notional content it is supposed 
"to exemplify is inscribed into example itself — the very example “provides 
ian example” of how we should treat it as a “mere example”. In short: 
true, there is a danger that we will be seduced by the excessive wealth 
:0f the example’s immediate content, but the only way to avoid it is to 
jrely on a “good example’. This uncanny inversion is Warminski’s 
("'(chiasmic) exchange of properties” between the interior of thought 
cand the exterior of its example. Here, on the contrary, itis the example 
pwhich i is “‘active”, which generates the difference between itself and 
‘the thought, whereas the inner thought remains a passive medium that 
arrives at its content with the aid of its example . 

’ The homology between this “exchange of properties” and the 
‘dialectical genesis of law via the universalization of crime is striking: if 
the genesis of law brings forward the point at which law coincides 
‘with universalized crime, the exchange of properties between thought 
4nd its example brings about the point at which the “example” 
‘becomes indiscernible from its thought, in so far as it founds itself on 
‘its own difference from thought. In both cases, the difference between 
‘the “higher” and the “lower” moment — between law and crime, 
‘between thought and example - is contained within the “lower” 
moment itself; is generated through its self-differentiation, through its 
negative self-relationship. 

Therein consists ultimately Hegel s conception of Jesus Christ. All 
human individuals are, of course, “exemplifications” of the divine 
Idea. This Idea, however, reaches its being-for-itself, fully actualizes 
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itself, only by means of its embodiment in Christ, who is thus “the 
most sublime example”, the reflective “example of the example”, the 
exemplification of the very principle of example (of the Christian truth 
that God Himself becomes Man, that this “exemplification” of God in 
Man is part of the very notion of God). The crucial point not to be 
overlooked here is that the “example of the example” coincides with 
Truth itself (in contrast to the Platonic deprecation of the “imitation of 
imitation”): Christ is a point at which (human) example and (divine) 
Idea become indistinguishable, a point of “chiasmic exchange of 
properties” at which the exterior (of Jesus Christ, this miserable, 
wretched individual) is ‘‘active”’ in relation to the interior of the divine 
Idea. We could even say that this “‘chiasmic exchange of properties” 
defines the very status of subject in Hegel’s philosophy: “substance 
becomes subject” by means of such an exchange of their respective 
“properties” — the subject which is at first caught in its substantial 
presuppositions, ‘‘embedded” in them — which is their passive attri- 
bute — retroactively “posits” them, subordinates them to its form, 
makes them its own passive object. 


The “logic of the signifier” 


Confronted with the multitude of particular crimes, the universal Law 
reveals itself as the absolute, universalized crime; confronted with the 
multitude of earthly horrors, God Himself, the beatitude of peace and 
love, reveals Himself as the absolute Horror . . ... This triad, this 
ternary structure in which the Universal, confronted with its particu- 
lar content, redoubles into positive and negative, encompassing and 
exclusive, “‘pacifying” and “destructive” — in other words: in which 
the initial position, confronted (“mediated”) with the multitude of its 
particular negations, is retroactively trans-coded into pure, self- 
relating negativity — furnishes the elementary matrix of the dialectical 
process. Such a self-referring logical space where the universal genus 
encounters itself in the form of its opposite within its own species (where, 
for example, the God of Love encounters Himself in the form of 
absolute Horror and destructive rage) — that is to say, where a set 
comes across itself within its own elements — is based on the possibility 
of reducing the structure of the set to a limit-case: 


that of a set with one sole element: the element has to differ only from the 
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empty set, from the set which is nothing but the lack of the element itself 
(or from its place as such, or from the mark of its place— which amounts to 
saying that it is split). The element has to come out for the set to exist, it has 
to exclude itself, to except itself, to occur as deficient or in surplus. 


Within this logical space, the specific difference no longer functions as 
‘the difference between the elements against the background of the 
ipeutral-universal set: it coincides with the difference between the 
jyenveresl set itself and its particular element — the set is positioned at the 
same level as its elements, it ian as one of its own elements, as the 
‘paradoxical element which “is” the absence itself, the element-lack 
(that i is, as one knows from de fundamentals of set theory, each set 
‘comprises as one of its elements the empty set). This paradox is 
founded in the differential character of the signifier’s set: as soon as one 
‘gs dealing with a differential set, one has to comprise in the network of 
‘differences the difference between an element and its own absence. In 
sother words, one has to consider as a part of the signifier its own ab ee - 
‘one has to posit the existence of a signifier which positivizes, “repre- 
‘sents”, “gives body to” the very lack of the signifier — that is to say, 
ana with the place of inscription of the signifier. This difference 
is in a way “‘self-reflective”: the paradoxical, “impossible” yet necess- 
‘ary point at which the signifier differs not only from another (positive) 
‘signifier but from itself as signifier. 

Abstract and nugatory as they may seem, these ruminations place us 
‘at the very heart of the Hegelian dialectics in which the universal genus 
has only one particular species; in which the specific difference coin- 
cides with the difference between the genus itself and its species. In the 
‘beginning, one has the abstract Universal; one arrives at the Particular 
snot by way of complementing it with its particular counterpart but by 
‘way of apprehending how the Universal is already in itself particular: it is 
not “all’” — what escapes it (in so far as it is abstract, that is to say: in so 
far as one obtains it through the process of abstracting common 
features from a set of particular entities) is the Particular itself. 

For this reason, the discord between the Universal and the Particular 
As constitutive: their encounter is always ‘‘missed”’ — the impetus of the 
dialectical process is precisely this “contradiction” between the 
Universal and its Particular. The Particular is always deficient and/or 
in excess with regard to its Universal: in excess, since it eludes the 
Universal; since the Universal — in so far as it is “abstract” — cannot 
encompass it; deficient, since — and this is the reverse of the same 
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predicament — there is never enough of the Particular to “fill out” the 
Universal frame. This discord between the Universal and the Particu- 
lar would be “resolved” were it to attain the repose of the fortunate 
encounter, when the disjunction, the division of the universal genus 
into particular species, is exhaustive, when it is without remainder, yet 
the disjunction/division of a signifier’s set is never exhaustive, there 
always remains an empty place occupied by the surplus element which 
is the set itself in the form of its opposite — that is, as empty set. This is 
how the signifying classification differs from the usual, commonsensi- 
cal one: next to “normal” species, one always comes across a supple- 
mentary species which holds the place of the genus itself. 

This, then, is the basic paradox of the Lacanian logic of “non-all” 
[pas-tout]: in order to transform a collection of particular elements into 
a consistent totality, one has to add (or to subtract, which amounts to 
the same thing: to posit as an exception) a paradoxical element which, 
in its very particularity, embodies the universality of the genus in the 
form of its opposite. To recall the Marxian example of royalism: the 
universal genus of “‘royalism” is totalized when one adds to it “repub- 
licanism” as the immediate embodiment of royalism in general, as 
such — the universality of the “royalist” function presupposes the ex- 
sistence of “at least one” which acts as exception. The radical conse- 
quence of it is that the split, the division, is located on the side of the 
Universal, not on the side of the Particular. That is to say, contrary to 
the usual notion according to which the diversity of particular content 
introduces division, specific difference, into the neutral frame of the 
Universal, it is the Universal itself which is constituted by way of 
subtracting from a set some Particular designed to embody the 
Universal as such: the Universal arises — in Hegelese: it is posited as 
such, in its being-for-itself — in the act of radical split between the 
wealth of particular diversity and the element which, in the midst of it, 
“gives body” to the Universal. 

Therein consists the logic of sexual difference: the set of women is a 
particular, non-totalized, non-universal set; its multitude acquires the 
dimension of universality (that, precisely, of “humankind”) as soon as 
one excludes from it an element which thereby embodies humankind as 
such: man. The opposition of man and woman is thus not symmetri- 
cal: the genus of “man” has one species, woman. The universality of 
“humankind” is not (logically) prior to the sexual difference, it is 
posited as such through the inscription of that difference. It is a 
commonplace of feminist theory to quote the ambiguity of the term 
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Bh an” (human being as such, male or female; male) as a proof of the 
pale chauvinist” bias of our everyday language; what, however, one 
ally overlooks apropos of this ambiguity is the dialectical tension 
Meerween its two aspects: true, man qua male “gives body” to the 
faniversality of man qua human being — yet it does it in the form of its 
oposite (as in Racine’s Athalie, where God qua source of unspeakable 


words, precisely in so far as it immediately embodies humankind, 
Han qua male is radically, constitutively, more “inhuman” than 
lvoman.™* . 

i: Non-Hegelian idealism as well as materialist nominalism misrecog- 
ize the status of such a paradoxical Difference, which is constitutive 
Othe Universal itself and therefore cannot be reduced to an ordinary 
specific difference against the neutral background of a universal genus. 
, Ithough one usually conceives the category of overdetermination as 
Fanti-Hegelian” (Althusser et al.), it actually designates precisely this 
inherently Hegelian paradox of a totality which always comprises a 
particular element embodying its universal structuring principle ~ as is the 
ase with production in Marx: 


In all forms of society there is one specific kind of production which 
predominates over the rest, whose relations thus assign rank and influence 
to the others. It is a general illumination which bathes all the other colours 
and modifies their particularity. It is a particular ether which determines 
the specific gravity of every being which has materialized within it.> 


That is “overdetermination”: a determination of the Whole by one of 
its elements which, according to the order of classification, should be 
just a subordinated part —a part of the structure “envelops” its whole. 
When, in the totality of production, distribution, exchange and con- 
sumption, Marx accords this place to production, he resorts to the 
Hegelian category of “antithetical determination” [gegensdtzliche Be- 
stimmung]: ‘Production predominates not only over itself, in the 
antithetical determination of production, but over the other moments 
as well.”°6 This “‘antithetical determination” designates the form in 
which the Universal comes across itself within its particularities: 
Production encounters itself within its species; or: production is a 
Species which encompasses its own genus (the totality of production, 
distribution, exchange and consumption) — as in theology, where God 
qua Love predominates over Himself in the antithetical determimation, 
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i.e. qua unspeakable Horror and Rage. The Hegelian motto “the True is 
the Whole” is therefore deeply misleading if one interprets it in the 
sense of traditional “holism” according to which the particular con- 
tent is nothing but a passing, subordinated moment of the integral 
Totality; the Hegelian “‘holism” is, on the contrary, of a “self- 
referential” kind: the Whole is always-already part of itself, comprised 
within its own elements. Dialectical “‘progress” thus had nothing 
whatsoever to do with the gradual ramification of some initially non- 
differentiated totality into a network of concrete determinations; its 
mechanism is rather that of a Whole adding itself again and again to its 
own parts, as in the well-known witticism often quoted by Lacan: “I 
have three brothers, Paul, Ernest and myself” — “myself” is here 
exactly the “‘antithetical determination” of the “I”. 


The subjectivized structure 


It is by way of this surplus element which embodies the Universal in 
its negative form, by way of this point at which the Universal comes 
across itself in its “antithetical determination”, that the signifier’s 
structure subjectivizes itself: subject exists only within this “failed 
encounter”’ between the Universal and the Particular — it is ultimately 
nothing but a name for their constitutive discord. The Particular is 
always deficient, there is not enough of it to “fill out” the extension of 
the Universal, yet simultaneously, it comes in surplus since it adds 
itself to the series of particular elements as the One which embodies 
Genus itself. As soon as we abolish this short circuit between the 
Universal and the Particular, this spacing of the Moebius band where 
the Universal and the Particular are located on the same surface - 
other words, as soon as we arrive at a classification where the 
Universal is divided into species without the paradoxical remainder of 
its ‘‘antithetical determination” — we have an “objective” structure, 4 
structure which does not stage the representation of the subject. 

Did we not thereby reach the Lacanian formula of the signifier? Is 
this “antithetical determination”, this paradoxical Particular which, 
within the series of Particulars, holds the place of, stands for, the 
Universal itself, not the signifier which represents the subject for the 
other signifiers? As, for example, in the Marxian example of the logic 
of royalism, whereby republicanism represents royalism in general for 
the (other) species of royalism? The answer is definitely negative: what 
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jguch a simplistic reading fails to take into account is the dialectic of lack 
excess. The surplus Particular embodies the Universal in the form of 
opposite, it comes in excess precisely in so far as it fills out the lack of 
the Particular with regard to the Universal. The surplus is thus the form 
appearance of the lack; the One (the Lacanian “‘plus-One’”’) is the form 
pf appearance of Zero, and it is only at this point that the formula of 
e signifier can legitimately be introduced: the excess, the surplus 
ne which fills out the lack, is the signifier which represents the 
cae (the void, Zero, the empty set of the structure). To clarify this 
crucial point, let us recall the following passage from the third book of 
Hegel's Science of Logic: 


a 
i. True, [have notions, that is to say, determinate notions; but the Is the pure 
x, Notion itself which, as Notion, has come into existence.*” 


ae 


x 
‘The I (for Hegel, synonymous with the subject) is thus located at the 
‘crossing point of “being” and “having”. The universal notion which 
ionly has predicates is still a substantial Universal lacking the self- 
geferentiality that pertains to the subject. On the one hand, subjects is 
{pure negative universality: an identity-with-itself which “repels”, 
imakes abstraction of, all its determinate content (“I am not any of my 
ideterminations but the universality which simultaneously encom- 
‘passes and negates them); yet on the other hand, “I’’ is this abstract 
jpower of negativity which has come into existence in the very domain of its 
determinations, which has acquired “‘determinate-being’’. As such, it is 
he very opposite of universal self-identity: a vanishing point, the 
-“other-of-itself” eluding every determination — in other words, a 
;point of pure singularity. It is precisely this oscillation between 
tabstract-negative universality (abstraction of all determinate content) 
vand the vanishing point of pure singularity, this “absolute universality 
which is also immediately an absolute individualization”, that consti- 
‘tutes, according to Hegel, “the nature of the I as well as of the 
Notion’”® — the ultimate identity of the I and the Notion. Far from 
“occupying the opposite pole of the universality, the Hegelian indivi- 
‘duality designates the point at which the vanishing self-sublating 
content coincides with the abstract form of universal receptacle which 
is indifferent to all determinate content. 
The three terms — the positive Universal (royalism as genus), the 
Particular (its different species: Orleanism, Legitimism . . . ) and the 
Exception which embodies the Universal in the form of its opposite 
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(republicanism as the only way to be “royalist in general’’) — are thus 
to be supplemented by a fourth — the void itself filled out by the 
Exception. This void comes into sight in the Hegelian subversion of 
the “principle of identity”: the identity-with-itself as expressed in 
tautology (“God is God”, for example) is in itself the purest, absolute 
contradiction, the lack of any particular determination — where one 
expects a specific determination, a predicate (“God is ... ”) one 
obtains nothing, the absence of determination. Far from exhibiting a 
kind of self-sufficient plenitude, tautology thus opens up a void in the 
Substance which is then filled out by the Exception: this void is the 
subject, and the Exception represents it for all other elements of the 
Substance. “God is God” is therefore the most succinct way of saying 
“Substance is Subject”: the repetition of the same adds to the divine 
predicates (wisdom, goodness, omnipotence... ) a certain 
“nothing”, an empty place, a lack of determination which subjecti- 
vizes it — this is why only the Judaic-Christian God, the one of the 
tautology “I am what I am”, can be said to be subject. 

The starting point of the dialectical process is not the plenitude of a 
self-sufficient substance, identical with itself, but the absolute contra- 
diction: the pure difference is always-already the impossible “predicate” of 
identity-with-itself — or, to put it in Lacanian terms, the identity of a 
signifier's mark (S) always-already represents the subject (8). This 
absolute contradiction is “resolved” by way of excluding from the 
substantial set an element charged with representing the void, the lack 
of determination that pertains to a tautology; by way of excluding 
from a series of signifier’s marks ‘at least One” which thereby re- 
marks the void of their very space of inscription. The subject is this void, 
this lack in the series of the predicates of the universal Substance: it is the 
“nothing” implied in the Substance’s tautological self-relationship — 
the mediating fourth term which vanishes in the final Result, in the 
accomplished Triad. 


The “‘metaphor of the subject”? 


These paradoxes of the “logic of the signifier” enable us to locate 
properly Lacan’s thesis on the “metaphor of the subject”, his assertion 
that the very status of the subject is linked to a metaphor, to a 
metaphoric substitution. In a first approach, there are two comple- 
mentary readings of this thesis: 


ON THE ONE 49 


s @ the first would be simply to conceive the subject as the last, ever- 
“elusive Signified of the signifying chain: there is no “proper” signifier 
‘go the subject, every signifier can serve only as its metaphor; in it, 


the subject is always (mis)represented, simultaneously disclosed and 
concealed, given and withdrawn, indicated, hinted at between the 
lines aoen 

 @ the opposite reading would insist that a signifying chain is 
“subjectivized” precisely by way of its metaphoricity: what we call 
Msubject”’ is not the unfathomable X, the ultimate reference point of its 
‘meaning, but rather a name for the very gap that prevents human 
Janguage from becoming a neutral tool for designation of some 
objective state of things, a name for the different ways the described 
‘state of things is always-already presented from some partial, biased 
‘position of enunciation. In other words, our speech is “‘subjectivized”’ 
precisely in so far as it never “says directly what it wants to say” — 
instead of “vagina”, one can say “blossom of femininity”, where the 
second expression, repulsively exuberant as it may be, is no less 
“objective” than the first.°? 


‘The interesting point about these two readings is that, although 
‘opposed, they both possess a kind of ‘“‘primary’’, “common-sense” 
self-evidence: we somehow “feel” that no words can adequately 
fepresent our innermost subjectivity, that its proper content can only 
be alluded to; yet simultaneously we ‘“‘feel” that a speech which 
functions as pure, transparent medium of designation is in a way 

“‘subjectless”; that one can detect the presence of a subject through the 
elements of style, metaphoric devices, and so on —in short: through all 
ithe elements which, from the viewpoint of transmitting information, 
Present a superfluous “noise”. How do we account for this opposi- 
tion? The key to it is Gincained precisely in the paradoxical logic of the 
Exception, of the ‘‘reflective”’ term in the form of which the universal 
Benus comes across itself within its species. To recall again the 
Marxian logic of royalism: republicanism in which royalism 
€ncounters itself in the form of its opposite is a metaphoric substitution 
for royalism: 


republicanism 


royalism 


~ that is, republicanism taking over the place of royalism-in-general. 
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Yet, as we have just seen, this Exception (the “pure” signifier) is a 
Janus-like entity with two faces: 


@ on the one hand, it entertains a metonymic relationship towards 
the universal genus: in it, a part functions as a metonymic substitute 
for the Whole, as in the Marxian example of production, where 
production as a term in the tetrad production—distribution—-exchange- 
consumption simultaneously stands for the Whole; 

® on the other hand, it entertains a metaphoric relationship towards 
the void, the lack in the substantial Universal: the Exception fills out 
the void in the midst of the Substance. 


This duality is precisely what Lacan means when he speaks of the 
signifier as the “metonymy of the object” and the “‘metaphor of the 
subject”: the Exception entertains a metonymic relationship towards 
the substantial Object and a metaphoric relationship towards the 
substanceless void which is the subject. The metaphor, in its most 
radical dimension, is this latter substitution of One for Zero, this act 
by means of which the One (the signifier’s feature) “stands for” the 
Zero, the void which “is” the subject — in short, the act by means of 
which Zero is counted as One. This would be the most elementary 
Lacanian definition of the subject: a Nothing which is not pure 
nothingness but already “counted as One”, re-marked by the Excep- 
tion, the plus-One in the series of marks — in other words: a Nothing 
which appears in (is represented by) the form of its opposite, of One. 
The ‘original metaphor” is not a substitution of “something for 
something-else” but a substitution of something for nothing: the act by 
means of which “there is something instead of nothing” — which is 
why metonymy is a species of metaphor: the metonymic sliding from one 
(partial) object to another is set in motion by the metaphoric substitu- 
Hon constitutive of the subject: the “‘one for another” presupposes the 
one for nothing”. 

From here we can return to the two ways to read the formula of the 
“metaphor of the subject’: it is clear, now, that in the first reading (the 
subject as the last, ever-elusive point of reference) the subject is still 
conceived as substance, as a transcendent substantial entity, whereas 
the second reading (the subject as the gap preventing our speech from 
becoming a neutral medium of designation) indicates the proper 
dimension of the subject. In other words, these two readings express, 
on the level of commonsensical intuition, the very duality of Sub- 
stance and Subject. 
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lite Hegelian ‘one One” 
‘4 


é ecification. He starts by bringing to mind the German expression for 
Siyquiring about the quality of a thing: Was fiir ein Ding ist das? (What for 
& thing is this?, meaning “What kind of a thing is this?”’), Relying on 
lhe double meaning of the German ein (the indeterminate article “‘a” 
br d the number ‘‘one’’), he reads it as the “‘one” of unity, as the “one” 
febich is opposed to the others (“‘other-ones’’) ~ “What for one thing is 
this?” — and asks the obvious question: which is this One for which 
jomething (the thing) is? 
«He first points out that this One cannot coincide with Something 
fEtwas]: the correlate of Something is Something-else [ein Anderes}; 
Kere we are on the level of finitude, of finite reality, of its network of 
feciprocal determinations where something is always linked to some- 
thing else, limited, defined, “‘mediated” by other “somethings”. The 
Being of Something is therefore always a being-for-other [Sein-fiir- 
WAnderes}; one attains the One only when this other, something-other 
for which something is, is reflected into the (some)thing itself as its 
Y n ideal unity — that is to say, when something is no more for 
something-else but for itself, in this way, we pass from being-for-other 
tn to being-for-self. The One denotes the ideal unity of a thing beyond 
ithe multitude of its real properties: the thing as element of reality is 
igublated [aufgehoben] in the One. The passage of Something into One 
thus coincides with the passage of reality into ideality: the One for 
fwhich the thing qua real is (“What for one thing is this?’’) is this thing 
itself in its ideality. 
a This passage clearly implies the intervention of the symbolic order: 
rit can take place only when the One, the ideal unity of a thing beyond 
“its real properties, is again embodied, materialized, externalized in its 
signifier. The thing as element of reality is “murdered”, abolished, and 
at the same preserved in its ideal content — in short: sublated — in its 
symbol which posits it as One: reduces it to a unitary feature desig- 
nated by its signifying mark. In other words, the passage of being-for- 
other into being-for-self entails a radical decentring of the thing with 
Fegard to itself: this ‘“‘self” of ‘‘for-self”, the most intimate kernel of 


its identity, is “posited”, acquires actual existence, only in so far as it is 


‘ 
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again externalized in an arbitrary signifying mark. Being-for-self equals 
the being of a thing for its symbol: the thing is ‘‘more itself” in its external, 
arbitrary symbol than in its immediate reality. 

If the correlate of Something is Something-else, which then is the 
correlate of One? What must be borne in mind is that, as to the 
inherent order of the categories of Hegel’s Logic, we are here still at the 
level of quality: the One we are dealing with is not yet the One of 
quantity, the First-One to which can be added the Second, the Third, 
and so on. It is for this reason that the correlate of One is not the Other 
but the void [das Leere]: it cannot be the (something-)other since the 
One is already the unity of itself with its Other, the reflection-into-self 
of the Other, its own Other — the One is precisely the “inherent” 
Other for which the thing is, in which it persists as sublated. If, 
consequently, the One is Something reflected-into-self, posited as its 
own ideal unity, then the Void is precisely the reflection-into-self of the 
Otherness — that is to say, a “pure” Otherness which is no longer 
Something-other. 

There is, however, an ambiguity which still persists here: the 
relationship between the One and the Void is usually conceived as an 
external coexistence like, for example, atoms and the empty space 
around them. Although this conception may seem to be confirmed by 
Hegel himself, for whom the category of being-for-self assumes 
historical existence in Democritus’ philosophy of atoms, it is none the 
less misleading: the Void is not external to One, it dwells in its very 
heart ~— the One itself is “void”; the Void is its only “content”. A 
reference to the “logic of the signifier” may help here: the One is what 
Lacan calls “pure signifier”, the signifier ‘without signified”, the 
signifier which does not designate any positive properties of the object 
since it refers only to its pure notional Unity brought about performa- 
tively by this signifier itself (the exemplary case of it is, of course, 
proper names) — and the Void: is it not precisely the signified of this pure 
signifier? This Void, the signified of the One, is the subject of the 
signifier: the One represents the Void (the subject) for the other 
signifiers — which others? Only on the basis of this One of quality can 
one arrive at the One of quantity; at the One as the first in a series of 
counting —no wonder, then, that the same paradoxical expression “the 
one One” [das eine Eins; l’un Un] occurs in Hegel as well as in Lacan: 
we have to have the One of quality, the “unitary feature” [le trait 
unaire] in order to count them and say, “here is one One, here is the 
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Bond One, here the third. . . ”. With this passage of One of quality 
‘One of quantity, the Void changes into Zero. 

another level, the same goes for the infamous first couple of 
’s Logic, Being and Nothing. As to the “content”, there is no 
ference between them — what, then, maintains the gap separating 
iam: why do they not coincide immediately? “Being” is the first (the 


ii} the “truth” (the “‘content”) of which is “nothing” — pure lack of 
My determinate content. It is precisely because of this immediate 
ieincidence of their respective “contents” that the contradiction 
eeween Being and Nothing is absolute: it is not a simple incompatibi- 
Ety of two positive “contents” but the contradiction between “‘con- 
Mat” and “form” at its purest. That is to say, as to its form, Being 
dy possesses a determination of ‘‘something”, yet its content is 
Mothing” — it is therefore “nothing in the form of something”, 
thing counted as Something. Without this absolute tension, Being 
Nothing would coincide immediately and the dialectical process 
yuld not be “‘set in motion”. Precisely in so far as this contradiction 
ha bsolute, “‘real-impossible”’, it is “repressed”, “pushed away” into a 
Bmeless past (like the primordial antagonism of drives with Schell- 
ig): Hegel repeats again and again that Being “does not pass over but 
bes passed over’? into Nothing, which is why the first category that 
fan be used in the present is determinate being [Dasein] or Something, 
spe unity of Being and Nothing that ‘“‘came to be”. In other words, itis 
faly with Something that we actually start to think; Being and 
othing are the absence of determination conceived from within the 
peld of notional determination and as such condemned to the shadowy 
palm of eternal, timeless past.*! 


phe role played by the unique German expression Was fiir ein Ding . . . 
W the passage of being-for-other into being-for-self cannot but evoke 
ical remarks on how “according to Hegel, the Absolute speaks 
an”. Furthermore, this is not the only instance: a whole series of 
Rotional “passages” in Hegel’s Logic rely on wordplays or ambiguities 
Proper to German: the three meanings of Aufhebung (annihilate, 
Maintain, elevate), the way the category of Grind (Reason- 
Ground) is deduced from reading the German verb zugrundegehen 
decompose, disintegrate) as zu-Grunde-gehen (reaching one’s 
Ground), and so on. Yet Hegel in no way conceives these features as a 
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kind of writ of privilege of German (as Heidegger does for Greek and 
German): for him, they remain felicitous encounters where, totally by 
chance, the meaning of some word (more precisely: the split of its 
meaning) comes to exhibit a speculative dimension. The usual, every- 
day meanings of words move on the level of Understanding, and the 
“exact’’ scientific definitions only harden the non-dialectical inclosure; 
the speculative meaning which, in principle, eludes words (notions) as 
well as propositions, since it comes through only in the completed 
movement of syllogism — this meaning can sometimes, due to a 
contingent fortunate encounter, emerge at the level of words alone. 

We can see how far Hegel is from the standard picture of the “‘pan- 
logicism” attributed to him: “speculative truth”, expression of the 
Absolute itself, has to rely on such frivolous resources as wordplays 
and contingent ambiguities! Here, Hegel undermines Plato’s opposi- 
tion (from Cratyle) of the “natural” and ‘“‘arbitrary”’ characters of 
language, the opposition which later, in modern thought, evolved 
into the two fundamentally divergent notions of language: the 
“rationalist” one (reduction of language to a system of arbitrary, 
available signs, the meaning of which is conventional and which, 
consequently, carry no intrinsic Truth) versus the “romantic’”’ one 
(according to which language cannot be reduced to an external tool or 
medium since, deep in itself, it carries an original Sense forgotten by 
the progress of history). Hegel’s position with regard to this alterna- 
tive is paradoxical: language does contain an intrinsic Truth, yet it is 
not to be sought in obscure Origins, in an original inveteracy dissi- 
pated by progressive instrumentalization; this Truth rather results 
from contingent encounters which occur afterwards. In principle, 
language “‘lies”, it renders invisible the dialectical movement of 
notions, yet sometimes, by means of some felicitous accident, the 
speculative content can emerge. Contrary to the Platonic tradition, 
Truth is not contained in the Universal as such: its emergence 1s 
strictly a matter of particular conjunctures. 


NOTES 


1. Sigmund Freud/Edoardo Weiss, Lettres sur la pratique psychanalytique, Toulouse: 
Privat 1975, p. 55. 
2. Ibid., p. 57. 
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; 3. The “immoral” Slovene mentioned does not just embody the paradoxical way 
Biaioyment and the Law are linked, but hides yet another surprise, which leads to the 
Egy to the Slovene national fantasy, to the theme of the “maternal superego”, to the 

teme of the mother (not the father) as the bearer of the Law/Prohibition. Freud’s 
Jovene tried to profit from the analytic process in a unique way. The role of the 

jent’s payment to the analyst is well known - by accepting the patient’s money, a 
ance is maintained between the analyst and the patient-analysand, the analyst can 
» himself outside the intersubjective circuit of desire in which the analysand is 
t (payment of the symbolic debt, and so on). Our Slovene overturned this basic 
walytic condition in a unique way, so that he even profited financially from his 
ldnalysis. Weiss writes: 


Some days ago I learned that he had quoted to his father as my fee a total somewhat higher than 
» that for which I had asked. His father had the habit of settling such accounts in cash. He gave 
the moncy intended for me to the patient, who retained the surplus himself. (Ibid., pp. 55-6) 


isi so far as the Name-of-the-Father — the Law whose bearer is the Father — did not have 

bairy kind of authority over this Slovene, the only question which remains open is: How 

was it possible for this Slovene to evade psychosis? Because we are concerned with a 

iBlovene, it is probably not too risky to propose a hypothesis that somewhere in the 

Background is hiding the ubiquitous figure of the mother — in other words, that it was 

Whe mother (not the father) who embodied Law for him - so firmly and severely that 

blocked the very possibility of a “normal” sexual relationship. When the Name-of- 

Father is replaced by the Name-of-the-Mother, an additional “turn of the screw” 

igorates the pressure of the symbolic debt upon the subject. 

4, This viewpoint could perhaps be designated as that of the Persian ambassador 

from Montesquieu’s famous Persian Letters): a strange look upon our world destined to 

ig about our own estrangement from it. 

5. Ring Lardner, “Who dealt?”, in The Penguin Book of American Short Stories, 

ondsworth: Penguin 1969, pp. 295-305. 

“6. The paranoiac interpretation of the story would of course ascertain that the 

arrator played the part of the innocent prattler who ruins the life of her companions oa 
wpose: in order to take revenge on her husband for his lack of true love for her. 

‘7. Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination, London: Heinemann 1974, Chapter 7. 

fe 8. “Authoritarian Syndrome” is also symptomatic in the sense of sinthome, of a 

ifying formation that structures our innermost kernel of enjoyment — witness the 

Hatin with authority which is a crucial component of its exercise, the enjoyment 
which accompanies the subject’s subordination to the authoritarian call: in the “author- 

{Searian syndrome”, the liberal personality locates and organizes its enjoyment. 

© 9, Paul-Dominique Dognin, Les ‘sentiers escarpés’ de Karl Marx I, Paris: CERF 1977, 
’p. 132. 

10. The ultimate proof that Marx did master the Hegelian double reflection is his 
deduction of the capitalist from the notion of capital: the relationship of the subject 
(work force) and the object (objective conditions of the process of production) 
Necessarily reflects itself within the subjectivity of the work force and thus duly 
Complicates the logic of “reification” (“relations between things instead of relations 

ween people”). It is not sufficient to ascertain that in capitalism, relations between 
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individuals appear in a reified form, as relations between things; the crucial point is th: 
the relationship of individuals towards “things” is reflected back in the selachrnh ‘ 
between individuals, which is why the necessary reverse of “reification” is GocreGui 
cation”, the process by means of which “things” themselves assume the shape of 
“persons” (capital becomes the capitalist). This second, “squared” reflection where the 
first reflection - “reification” (‘‘things instead of people’) — is reflected back into 
“people” themselves constitutes the specificity of the dialectical self-relationship. 
11. Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, London: 
Hogarth 1977, p. 112. , 
12. For a detailed introduction to this notion, see Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of 
Ideology, London: Verso 1989, Chapter 3. 
13. Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire, livre III: Les Psychoses, Paris: Editions du Seuil 1981 
pp. 281-306. 
14. Ibid., p. 303. 
15. Fredric Jameson, The Ideologies of Theory, vol. 1, Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press 1988, p. 7. 
; 16. Here we can also see why — if we apply this logic of the figure of Jew as an “optical 
illusion” to the King’s charisma — the reproach according to which the King de facto 
never functions as an “empty” signifier — that is, according to which subjects obey him 
because and only in so far as they believe in his “substantial” kingliness — misses the 
point: what appears as a reproach is actually the basic implication of the criticized theory 
itself. It is of course a condition of the King’s charisma that the subjects “believe” in its 
kingliness (as with anti-Semitism, where it is a condition of its efficacy that the subject 
perceives the Jew as a substantial, positive entity, not as the materialization of a purely 
formal textual operation) — the moment the mechanism is exposed, it loses its power. 
In other words, precisely in so far as it is misrecognized, the purely formal textual 
operation determines the way we perceive the Jew or the King in their very material 
positivity: in the absence of this formal operation, the Jew would be perceived as a 
person like others, not as a bearer of some inherent, mysterious Evil; as somebody 
whose very existence is deceitful. And it is homologous with the King: why are we so 
fascinated by the everyday details about royal families (has Princess Diana a lover? is 
Prince Andrew gay? is it true that Queen Elizabeth often gets drunk?) — that is to say, 
by details which, in other, ordinary families, we definitely would not find noticeable? 
Because, as a result of the above-mentioned purely formal operation, these everyday 
features undergo a kind of “‘transubstantiation” and start to function as the emanation 
of kingliness. 
17. Jacques Lacan, Ecrits: A Selection, London: Tavistock 1977, p. 316 (translation 
amended). 
18. Lacan, Le Séminaire, livre III: Les Psychoses, p. 169. 
19. Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire, livre XVI: L’Envers de la psychanalyse (1969-70), 
unauthorized manuscript. 
20. Arthur Danto, Mysticism and Morality, Harmondsworth: Penguin 1976, p. 82. 
21. For a historical-materialist analysis, the points of special interest are those 
phenomena where money is not yet reduced to a neutral “general equivalent”, which 
bear witness to the material weight of a concrete social relationship. An obvious 
example here is the seemingly “irrational” and “‘superfluous” distinction between 
pound and guinea (“a pound and a shilling”) — where does this mysterious 5 per cent 
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iy eg come from? A guinea served as payment for doctors, lawyers and the like: it 
a pound plus a tip for those whose social position was considered too dignified to 
4 them to accept the tip. In the Kantian division of Faculties, these professions 
to the Faculties which are grounded in the “discourse of the Master” and not in 
tdiscourse of the University”: they concern Belief and Power (Belief as the 
tion of Power), not “powerless” Knowledge — theological faculty, faculty of 
medical faculty. 
A further analysis should deal with labour force, a special commodity whose “‘use- 
tee”, labour itself, is a source of value and thereby produces a surplus-value over its 
His value as commodity. It is here, at this point of self-reference where the force which 
iodine s value exchanges itself for value, that we come across the other aspect of money: 
ie only S1, the master-signifier, the general equivalent, but also the object. The 
ian correlative of surplus-value is surplus-enjoyment embodied in objet petit a, the 
Eitect-cause of desire. The exchange of the labour force for money thus posits an 
possible” equivalence labour force = money, a kind of Hegelian “infinite judgement” 
terms are radically incompatible. 
When Marx determines proletariat as pure, substanceless subjectivity — as pure 
ibility the actualization of which turns against itself (the more a worker produces, 
¢ less he possesses, since the product of his work assumes the shape of a forcign 
directed against him) ~ he brings out his own version of the Hegelian formula 
he Spirit is a Bone” (Hegel himself proposes the version “Wealth is the Self”, which 
dy prefigures Marx): proletariat is a subject without substance, a void of pure 
tiality without any positive content, delivered from all substantial links with the 
ive conditions of production, and an entity that is for sale on the market and is 
posited as equal to a dead piece of metal — $ 4 a, the junction of the empty, barred 
ctivity and money (the object-cause of desire in capitalism). The point of Marx, a 
#epil of Hegel, is of course that there is no $ without its support in a: the subject can 
tive at its being-for-itself, can free itself from all substantial ties and appear as the 
t of pure negativity, only by being posited as equivalent to its absolute antipode, 
ey, that inert piece of metal that one can hold in one’s hands and manipulate 
feely... 
23. Ernst Nolte, Three Faces of Fascism, New York: Mentor 1969, p. 85. 
;” 24. G.K. Chesterton, “A Defence of Detective Stories”, in H. Haycraft, ed., The Art 
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. 
oe the Mystery Story, New York: The Universal Library 1946, pp. 5-6. 
we 25. Incidentally, this was already Adorno’s thesis — in his Negative Dialectics (New 
: York: Continuum 1973) he pointed out how the traditional philosophical depreciation 
i@€ thetoric as a secondary tool which does nothing but disturb the direct approach to 
Truth is itself dependent on rhetoric. The supreme rhetorical gesture is that of 
Tenouncing itself — of referring to itself in a negative way (“What I will say now is not 
Mere rhetoric, I mean it seriously . . . ”). 

26. Karl Marx/Friedrich Engels, Collected Works, vol. 10, London: Lawrence & 
Wishart 1978, p. 95. Incidentally, this paradox of the “nameless realm of the republic” 

serves as a perfect example of what Hegelian “reconciliation” means. The party of 

Order believed in Restoration, but postponed it indefinitely, “preserving the republi- 
Can form with foaming rage and deadly invective against it” (ibid., p. 96). In short: by 
Continuing to be captivated by the spectre of the Monarchy to be restored, by treating 
Restoration as an Ideal whose realization is indefinitely postponed, they overlooked the 
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fact that this ideal was already fully realized in the “nameless realm of the republic”. They 
already had in their hands what they were looking for, the “republican form” was the 
form of appearance of its opposite, Royalism as such. 

27. Hegel’s Science of Logic, London: Allen & Unwin 1969, p. 415. 

28. A perfect example of this Hegelian inversion — passage of subject into predicate — 
is offered by the theory of relativity. As is well known, Einstein's revolution in the 
conception of the relationship between space and matter occurred in two steps. First, 
he refuted the Newtonian idea of a homogeneous, “uniform” space by demonstrating 
that matter “curves” space. It is because of matter that the shortest way between two 
points in space is not necessarily a straight line — if the space is “bent” by matter, the 
shortest way isa curve. This, however, is only the first of Einstein's steps; it still implies 
the notion of matter as a substantial entity, as an agent independent of space which acts 
upon it: bends it. The crucial breakthrough is brought about by Einstein's next step, his 
thesis according to which matter itself is nothing but curved space. 

Already on the level of style, this inversion (of matter qua cause curving space into 
matter qua the very curvature of space) is deeply Hegelian. It repeats the figure that 
occurs again and again in Hegel, the general form of which is best exemplified by the 
dialectic of essence and appearance. It is not sufficient to say that the (hidden) essence 
appears in a distorted way — that the appearance is never adequate to the essence. What 
we should add is that the very essence is nothing but this distortion of the appearance, this non- 
adequacy of the appearance to itself, its self-fissure. (To refer to the terms of the logic of 
reflection: essence reflects itself in appearance, since it is nothing but the reflection- 
into-itself of the appearance.) This is what is at stake in the Hegelian “passage of the 
subject into predicate”. When Hegel says that in opposition to the judgement of 
Understanding in which the subject qua solid, substantial, given entity is supplemented 
by predicates — attributes — the speculative judgement is characterized by the “passage” 
of subject into predicate, the structure of this paradoxical passage corresponds perfectly 
to the above-mentioned example from Einstein. 

First, the curvature of space is posited as a “predicate” of the matter qua substantial 
entity; then “the subject passes into the predicate”; it becomes manifest that the actual 
subject of this process is the very “curvature of space” — in other words, what 
previously appeared as predicate. Even the very fundamental Hegelian thesis on 
“Substance as Subject” has to be grasped against the background of this passage of 
subject into predicate. Substance is the “Subject” in so far as it remains a solid, self- 
identical support of its “predicates”, whereas the Hegelian subject is the (substantial) 
subject which has “passed into predicate”. 

According to the well-known nominalist criticism of Hegel found (among others) in 
early Marx, the basic mystification of the Hegelian speculation consists in the way 
predicate starts to function as subject (“instead of conceiving the universal idea as 4 
predicate of the individual subjects, we conceive these individual subjects that exist 
concretely as mere moments-predicates of the universal Idea, the true subject of the 
dialectical process”). This criticism unwittingly tells the truth. Its only problem is that 
it imputes to Hegel the Platonic substantialism of ideas — as if the Hegelian Idea is 2 
Platonic substantial Universal, penetrating and animating the sphere of particular, 
material reality. In other words, what it overlooks is that the fundamental “matrix” of 
Hegelian dialectics consists in the very mechanism it puts forward as the “secret of the 
speculative construction”, as the hidden mechanism of dialectical “‘mystification” - 
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is, the “inversion” of subject and predicate. In the course of the dialectical process, 
t was at the beginning presupposed as subject transforms itself retroactively into 
ething posited by its own “predicate”. 


jousness’’ into the “consciousness itself in its otherness”. Let us take the well- 
own Lévi-Straussian thesis that the (ethnological) description of the “wild thought” 
ja wild description of our own thought — what appears as a property of the “object” is 
ually a property of our own interpretative procedure apropos of the object. What 
as the “otherness of consciousness” (the exotic “‘wild thought”, foreign to us) 
‘consciousness itself in its otherness” (our own thought in its “wild” state). In other 
fords, what we have here is again the inversion of subject into predicate: the 
stantial subject opposed to “consciousness”, appearing as a positively given entity 
wild thought”), passes into a “predicate”, into a determination of this very observing 
Hconsciousness” (the “wildness” of its descriptive procedure). 
-99. It is almost superfluous to point out the applicability of such a notion of identity 
pc the analysis of social identity. The triad of Law as opposed to crime, particular 
aes and Law as universalized crime — the way Law itself, when confronted with the 
r content of crimes, splits into itself and its own obscene, perverse reverse — 
already been used by Lilian Zac to analyse the ideological discourse of the 
gentinian military dictatorship (see her unpublished manuscript “Logical Resources 
the Argentinian Military Discourse’’, Colchester: University of Essex 1989). 
its confrontation with the “terrorist” subversive threat, the official discourse split 
to public and secret discourse. On the public level it organized itself around the values 
f National Unity, Law and Order, the assurance of public peace, and so on against the 
teat of the all-present subversive enemy. This public discourse, however, was always 
ompanied by its shadowy double, a secret discourse in which the “enemy” is 
tduced to an impotent object of torture, a discourse which talks about the ‘‘disap- 
eared”, the discourse of the so-called “dirty war” where, in the name of national 
vation, one is allowed to break even the most elementary legal norms and rights of 
an, a discourse in which emerges an obscene enjoyment procured by the fact that the 
d’état changes our indulgence in sadistic drives into fulfilment of patriotic Duty 


' This hidden reverse of the official discourse, which encompasses what ‘everybody 
paxnows” although one isn’t supposed to speak about it publicly (the “public secrets” 
Kabout who was taken away last night, about where the torture chambers and mass 
faves are, and so on), is not a kind of external stain on the public discourse’s 
Mmaculate surface, but its necessary reverse: the condition ofits efficiency. The public 
urse which legitimizes itself by means of a reference to social peace and stability, 
and so on, remains “efficacious” only in so far as it is redoubled by a hidden discourse 
hich spreads an all-pervasive, indefinable terror and a paralysing horror. 
40. Jacqueline Rose, “Margaret Thatcher and Ruth Ellis”, New Formations 6, 
London: Routledge 1989. 
31. Umberto Eco, Foucault’s Pendulum, New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich 1989, 
Pp. 69, 
32. Andrzej Warminski, Readings in Interpretation, Minneapolis: University of Min- 
Resota Press 1987, p. 110. 
33. Jacques-Alain Miller, “‘Matrice”, Ornicar? 4, Paris 1975, p. 6. 
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34. In Lacan’s infamous proposition “Woman doesn’t exist”, “existence” is there. 
fore to be conceived in the strict Hegelian sense, not as simply synonymous with 
“being”. In Hegel's Logic, the category of existence has its place towards the end of the 
second part, which deals with “essence”; yet its correlative term is not “essence” itself 
(which is accoupled with “appearance” ~ “essence” is being in so far as it “appears”, in 
so far as it is posited as ‘mere appearance”) but “ground” [das Grund]: existence is 
being in so far as it is “grounded”, founded in a unique, universal Ground acting as its 
“sufficient Reason”’. In this precise sense “‘Woman doesn’t exist’’: she does not possess 
a unique Ground, she cannot be totalized with reference to some encompassin 
Principle. One can see, consequently, how this Lacanian thesis radically precludes the 
“male chauvinist” idea that Man is the proper centre and foundation of woman: in this 
case, woman would exist — she escapes “male dominance” precisely in so far as she does 
not exist. 

35. Karl Marx, Grundrisse, Harmondsworth: Penguin 1972, p. 107. 

36. Ibid., p. 99. 

37. Hegel’s Science of Logic, p. 583. 

38. Ibid. 

39. It is because of this original metaphoricity that ciphering as such brings about a 
surplus-enjoyment which cannot be accounted for by the need to get round the 
censorship which prohibits the direct, “literal” mentioning of some content. One of 
the supreme cases of the enjoyment procured by the signifier’s ciphering is Bertolt 
Brecht’s Me Ti. Buch der Wendungen, which transposes the history of socialism into a 
story about civil war in an ancient Chinese empire (Trotsky becomes “To-Tsi”, and so 
on). The very effect of “estrangement” which serves as the “official” rationale for 
Brecht’s procedure ~ the need to force the reader to gain distance from his or her own 
historical constellation and observe it as an exotic, foreign country where things lose 
their self-evidence — presupposes as the basis of its “efficiency” the enjoyment procured 
by the act of ciphering as such. 

40. Hegel’s Science of Logic, pp. 82-3. 

41. On yet another level, it is the same with the passage of “positing” into “external” 
reflection: how is it possible for che positing reflection to conceive itself as external with 
tegard to its presuppositions; to assume the existence of some substantial presuppo- 
sitions and thereby to “forget” that these presuppositions are themselves posited by its 
activity? How indeed when, at the level of positing reflection enclosed in its circle, 
there is, strictly speaking, nothing to forget? Or, to put it in another way: how can the 
teflecting subject suddenly fall victim to the illusion that che substantial content is lost 
for him, when there was no substantial content to be lost previous to the experience of 
loss? The answer is, of course, that in order to “forget” (or to “lose”) something, one 
must first forget that there is nothing to forget: this oblivion makes possible the illusion 
that there is something to forget in the first place. Abstract as they may seem, this 
Tuminations apply immediately to the way an ideology functions: the nostalgic 
lamenting over the forgotten past Values is itself oblivious of the fact that these Values 
had no existence previous to our lamenting — that we literally invented them through 
our lamenting over their loss . . . 


2 


The Wanton Identity 


I IMPOSSIBILITY 


gel’s ‘‘monism’’ 


¢ doxa on Hegel against which the whole of our interpretation is 
rected — a doxa which is today a commonplace on all sides of the 
losophical spectrum, from Adorno to “‘post-structuralism”’ — reads 
follows: it is true that Hegel asserts the right of the Particular — that 
4 S80 to speak, opens the door to its wealth and conceives the network 
; differences as something inherent to the universal Notion, as 
sulting from the self-articulation of its immanent content; yet it is 
Btecisely through this operation that the phenomenal exterior is 
duced to the self-mediation of the inner Notion, all differences are 
blated”’ in advance in so far as they are posited as ideal moments of 
¢ Notion’s mediated identity with itself... . The logic involved 
peere is of course that of the fetishistic disavowal, conveyed by the 
mormula “je sais bien, mais quand méme .. . ”: I know very well that 
ie egel asserts difference and negativity; nevertheless . . . (by means of 
ithe Notion’s self-relation, this negativity is ultimately reduced to an 
tabstract moment of the Identity’s self-differentiation). 
t What lies behind this disavowal is the fear of ‘absolute knowledge” 
“a8 a monster threatening to suppress all particular, contingent content 
in the self-mediation of the absolute Idea, and thus to “swallow” our 
Most intimate freedom and unique individuality; a fear which acquires 
the form of the well-known paradox of the prohibition of the imposs- 
ible: “absolute knowledge” is impossible, an unattainable Ideal, a 
Philosophical pipe dream — and it is precisely for that reason that we 
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must fight its temptation . . . . In short, “absolute knowledge” is th, 
Real of its critics: the construction of an “impossible”, ditenshk 
theoretical position which these critics must presuppose in order 
define their own position by distancing themselves from it ~ ‘ 
asserting, for example, the positivity of the “‘effective litesproaeae 
irreducible to the Notion’s logical movement.! 

The enigma is: why do the critics of Hegel need this adversary of 
straw to establish their position? What renders it even stranger is the 
fact that most of Hegel’s defenders, with a kind of bad conscience, also 
tacitly accept the need to distance themselves from the monster oe all- 
swallowing Idea and attempt to “‘save Hegel” by timidly asserting that 

in fact, Hegel does admit a relative autonomy of the Particular and 

does not simply abolish all differences in the unity of the Idea”. They 
usually take refuge in the notorious formula of “identity of identity and 
non-identity” (which, incidentally, is more Schellingian than 
Hegelian). 

What escapes Hegel’s critics as well as such defenders is the crucial 
fact that Hegel subverts “monism” by, paradoxically, affirming it far 
more radically than his critics dare to suspect. That is to say, the usual 
idea of the “dialectical process” runs as follows: there isa split, a 
dispersion of the original unity, the Particular takes over the Wnives: 
sal; but when the disintegration reaches its utmost, it reverses into its 
opposite, the Idea succeeds in recollecting-internalizing [ ver-innern} all 
the wealth of particular determinations and thus reconciles the oppo- 
sites. . . at this point, the critics are quick to add that this “‘sublation” 
[Aufhebung] of the external, contingent determinations never turns out 
without a certain remainder — that there is always a certain leftover 
which resists the dialectical sublation—internalization, while being at 
the same time the condition of its possibility. In other words, what the 
dialectical movement cannot account for is a certain excess which is 
simultaneously the condition of its possibility and of its impossi- 
bility... 

What is wrong with this criticism? The key to it is offered by the 
grammar, in Hegel’s use of tense. The final moment of the dialectical 
process, the “sublation of the difference”, does not consist in the act of 
its sublation, but in the experience of how the difference was always- 
already sublated; of how, in a way, it never effectively existed. The 
dialectical “sublation” is thus always a kind of retroactive “anmak- 
ing” [Ungeschehen-Machen]; the point is not to overcome the obstacle 
to Unity but to experience how the obstacle never was one; how the 
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could trace this paradoxical logic back to Hegel’s particular 
tyses, to his treatment of crime and punishment in the philosophy 
aw, for example. The aim of punishment is not to re-establish the 
ance by recompensing for the crime but to assert how, in a radical 
ological sense, the crime did not exist at all ~ that is, does not 
Agsess full effectivity; by means of the punishment, crime is not 
Sternally abolished, it is rather posited as something that is already in 
Reif ontologically null. Brought to its extreme, the logic of punish- 
if nt in Hegel reads: ontologically, crime does not exist, it is nothing 
mt anull and void semblance, and it is precisely for this reason that it must 
t this point, we can already locate the first misunderstanding of the 
rridean ‘“‘deconstructive’’ reading of Hegel: it breaks down an open 
t. That is to say, Derrida points out the basic paradox of the 
ment of the “metaphysics of presence” when faced with pheno- 
a which have the status of ‘‘supplement” and are exemplified by 
ting — the recurrence of mutually exclusive arguments on the 
ittern of the Freudian joke about the borrowed pan (I didn’t borrow 
pan from you; the pan was already broken when I got it. . . ). 
Fiting is totally external to the inner presence of meaning, it simply 
¢s not concern its constitution; writing is extremely dangerous in so 
ar as it threatens to obscure the intelligibility of the intention-of- 
ing ... . Yet Hegel, paradoxically and in a way which is 
nthinkable for Derrida, openly assumes both these propositions: that 
hich functions within the traditional metaphysics as a symptom, a 
lip to be unearthed by the hard labour of deconstructive reading, is 

ith Hegel the very fundamental and explicit thesis — one has to fight 
time for example, precisely because it has no ontological consis- 
ytency. 
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‘The “silent weaving of the Spirit” 


The crucial feature of this dialectical “retroactive unmaking”’ is the 
Interval separating the process of the change of “contents” from the 
formal closing act — the structural necessity of the delay of the latter 
Over the former. In a way, in the dialectical process, “things happen 
before they effectively happen”; all is already decided, the game is over 
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before we are able to take cognizance of it, so that the final “word of 
reconciliation” is a purely formal act, a simple stating of what has 
already taken place. Perhaps the subtlest example of this interval is 
Hegel’s treatment of the struggle of the Enlightenment with Supersti- 
tion in the Phenomenology of Spirit, where he speaks of the “silent, 
ceaseless weaving of the Spirit in the simple inwardness of its sub- 
stance’ which: 


is comparable to a silent expansion or to the diffusion, say, of a perfume in 
the unresisting atmosphere. It is a penetrating infection which does not 
make itself noticeable beforehand as something opposed to the indifferent 
element into which it insinuates itself, and therefore cannot be warded off. 
Only when the infection has become widespread is it that consciousness, 
which unheedingly yielded to its influence, becomes aware of it... . when 
consciousness does become aware of pure insight [of the Enlightenment], 
the latter is already widespread; the struggle against it betrays the fact that 
infection has occurred. The struggle is too late, and every remedy adopted 
only aggravates the disease, for it has laid hold of the marrow of spiritual 
life, viz. the Notion of consciousness, or the pure essence itself of con- 
sciousness. Therefore, too, there is no power in consciousness which could 
overcome the disease. Because this is present in the essence itself, its 
manifestations, while still isolated, can be suppressed and the superficial 
symptoms smothered. This is greatly to its advantage, for it does not now 
squander its power or show itself unworthy of its real nature, which is the 
case when it breaks out in symptoms and single eruptions antagonistic to 
the content of faith and to its connection with the reality of the world 
outside it, Rather, being now an invisible and imperceptible Spirit, it 
infiltrates the noble parts through and through and soon has taken com- 
plete possession of all the vitals and members of the unconscious idol; then 
“one fine morning it gives its comrade a shove with the elbow, and bang! 
crash! the idol lies on the floor” [Diderot, Rameau’s Nephew]. On “one fine 
morning” whose noon is bloodless if the infection has penetrated to every 
organ of spiritual life. Memory alone then still preserves the dead form of 
the Spirit’s previous shape as a vanished history, vanished one knows not 
how. And the new serpent of wisdom raised high for adoration has this 
way painlessly cast merely a withered skin.? 


The dialectical process is thus marked by a double scansion. First, we 
have the “‘silent weaving of the Spirit”, the unconscious transforma- 
tion of the entire symbolic network, the entire field of meaning. Then, 
when the work is already done and when “in itself” all is already 
decided, it is time for a purely formal act by means of which the 
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ious shape of the Spirit breaks up also “for itself”. The crucial 
fycint is that consciousness necessarily comes too late; it can take cognizance 
Ge the fact that the ground is cut from under its feet only when the 
An fectious illness already dominates the field. The strategy of the New, 
iof the spiritual “illness”, must therefore be to avoid direct confron- 
kgtion for as long as possible; a patient “silent weaving”. like the 
ynderground tunnelling of a mole, waiting for the moment ie: i 
t push with the finger will be enough for the mighty edifice to fa 
O pieces. 
* "Does not this logic spontaneously evoke the well-known cartoon 
\ ene where a cat walks calmly over the precipice and drops only when 
§t looks down and becomes aware of having no ground under its feet? 
"he art of subversion is not to fight the cat while it is still walking on 
firm ground, but to let it continue with head held high and, in the 
‘meantime, to undermine the very ground on which it walks, so that 
ferhen our work is done a simple whistle is enough, a reminder to look 
Ide wn, beneath its feet, and the cat will crumble by itself. Moreover, 
‘are we not now in the very midst of the Lacanian notion of “in- 
‘between-two-deaths” [Ventre-deux-morts]? Apropos of the “shape of 
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Consciousness” whose ground is already undermined by the spirit’s 
silent weaving”, although it doesn’t yet know it, could we not say 
that it is already dead without knowing it; that it is still alive only 
"because it doesn’t know it is dead? In the passage quoted, Hegel has in 
ind that by agreeing to take part in the debate, ROnans wer the 
‘Enlightenment’s arguments, the very reaction to the Enlightenment is 
‘already “infected” by it — accepts in advance the logic of its enemy. 
~ Sir Robert Filmer’s polemics against John Locke are an exemplary 
ease, Filmer strives to reassert patriarchal authority by means of 
‘rational argument proper to the Enlightenment (he refers to Natural 
Rights, going to great lengths to prove that in the beginning, kings 
“were biological fathers to their subjects, and so on). We encounter a 
Similar paradox with modern neo-conservatives who argue for the 
need to limit egalitarian-democratic “‘excesses” using arguments 
which borrow from the reasoning of their adversary (they point out 
the beneficent effects of law and order on the individual’s freedom and 
Welfare, and so on). In general, we could say that an ideological battle 
is won when the adversary himself begins to speak our language, without 
being aware of it. What we have here is the lapse of time already 
mentioned. The break never occurs “now”, in the simple present 
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when things are brought to a decision. “In itself”, the battle is Over 
before it breaks out: the very fact that it breaks out is an unequivocal sign 
that it is really already over, that the “silent weaving”’ has already done 
its job, that the die is already cast. The concluding act of victory thus 
always has a retroactive character; the final decision has the form of 
asserting that all is already decided. 

It is not without significance that today, the quoted passage from 
Hegel inevitably evokes psychoanalytic connotations; the “silent 
weaving of the Spirit” is Hegel's term for the unconscious working- 
through, and we would be quite justified in reading the quoted passage 
as a refined psychological description of the process of conversion. Let 
us take the case of an atheist becoming a believer. He is torn by fierce 
inner struggles, religion obsesses him, he gibes aggressively at 
believers, looks for historical reasons for the emergence of the “reli- 
gious illusion”, and so on —all this is nothing but proof that the affair is 
already decided. He already believes, although he doesn’t yet know it. 
The inner struggle ends not with the big decision to believe, but with a 
sense of relief that, without knowing it, he has always-already 
believed, so that all that remains is for him to renounce his vain 
resistance and become reconciled to his belief. The refined sense of the 
psychoanalyst is best attested by his ability to recognize the moment 
when the “silent weaving” has already done its work, although the 
patient is still beset by doubts and uncertainty.* 


“From nothingness through nothingness to nothingness”’ 


A first response to a reproach of Hegel’s “monism” would thus be to 
assert that Hegel is an even more radical ‘“‘monist” than his critics dare 
to imagine: in the course of the dialectical process, difference is not 
“overcome”, its very existence is retroactively cancelled. Do we not, 
however, thus find ourselves occupying the untenable position of 
defenders of an absurdly “strong” monism: all that effectively exists is 
the One, differences are only fictitious, with no foundation in reality? 
The way out of this apparent impasse is shown by the very circular 
nature of the dialectical process; through it, things become what they 
always-already were. 

This worn-out commonplace is usually conceived as pointing to- 
wards Hegel’s supposed ontological evolutionism: development in its 
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jencirety is just an explication of what the thing already is “in itself 4 
a plicitly — an external realization of its inner potential. The circle of 
idjalectical development is thus closed, nothing really new happens, 
athe seed is “‘in itself” already the tree, and so on. To dispel the spectre 
lof this ontological evolutionism as a rule imputed to Hegel, one has to 
igeverse the whole perspective by introducing the dimension of radical 
negativity; the “truth” of any (determined, particular) thing lies in its 
pal-amnihiaton, The proposition “a thing becomes what it has 
‘glways-already been” therefore reads “‘in the course of the dialectical 
Sprocess, a thing reaches its truth by means of sublating its immediate 
“being” —a step towards truth implies by definition a loss of being. 

# Let us recall the Lacanian distinction between the two deaths and 
“gonnect it with the Hegelian theory of repetition in history: everybody 
‘has to die twice. Napoleon at Elba was already dead (his historical role 
“was over), but he still agitated and tried to recapture power — why? 
“There is only one possible answer: he wasn’t aware that he was dead. In 
‘this precise sense we could say that, with the defeat at Waterloo, 
‘Napoleon “became what he already was’’, dead; he died for the second 
‘time. Far from being an exception, a “delay” disturbing the “normal” 
"course of the dialectics of the historical process, Napoleon at Elba is 
‘the paradigm of its elementary matrix. The entire span of the dialecti- 
‘cal process takes place ‘‘between the two deaths”’, an entity “becomes 
‘what it is” by realizing its inherent negativity — in other words, by 
‘taking cognizance of its own death. What is ‘absolute knowledge”’ but 
‘a name for the final moment of this process, when “consciousness” 
‘purifies itself of every presupposition of a positive being ~ the moment 
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‘paid for by a radical loss, the moment which coincides with pure 
nothingness? 

This “nothingness” reached at the very end of the Phenomenology of 
Spirit is just another name for the fact that “Notion doesn’t exist”’ — or, 
to use Lacan’s terms, that “the big Other doesn’t exist”, that it is a 
“dead”, purely formal structure without any substantial content. 
Herein lies the answer to the reproach of “absolute monism”. Hegel 
appears a “‘monist” only if we impute actual, substantial being to 
Notion — that is to say, only if we forget the above-described negative 
Telationship between knowledge and being. The ill-famed Hegelian 
formula ascertaining the identity of Reason and Actuality should 
therefore be read in a way that differs from the usual — it means that 
heither Reason nor Actuality exists ‘‘in itself”’: 
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® Actuality is in itself null, without any consistency: it “exists” 
only in so far as it is grounded in the notional structure — structured 
through Reason; 

@ on the other hand, Hegel is anti-~Plato par excellence: there is 
nothing more alien to him than a substantialist conception of Notion 
(claiming that ‘only Notions effectively exist’). All that “effectively 
exists” is extra-notional Nature and History; Notion is nothing but 
their pure logical structure without any substantiality. 


In a sense, we could say that “absolute knowledge” implies the 
recognition of an absolute, insurmountable impossibility: the impossi- 
bility of accordance between knowledge and being. Here, one should 
reverse Kant’s formula of the transcendental “conditions of possi- 
bility”; every positively given object is possible, it emerges only 
against the background of its impossibility, it can never fully “become 
itself”, realize all its potential, achieve full identity with itself. In so far 
as we accept the Hegelian definition of truth — the accordance of an 
object with its Notion — we could say that no object is ever “true”, 
ever fully “becomes what it effectively is”. This discord is a positive 
condition of the object’s ontological consistency — not because the Notion 
would be an Ideal never to be achieved by an empirical object, but 
because Notion itself partakes of the dialectical movement. As soon as 
an object comes too close to its Notion, this proximity changes, 
displaces, the Notion itself. Take the three shapes of the “‘absolute 
Spirit”: art, religion and philosophy. A form of art in total accordance 
with the Notion of art ~ in which the Idea appears unmutilated in the 
medium of the senses — would no longer be art but already religion; 
with religion, however, the very measure of truth, the Notion to 
which the object must correspond, changes. In a homologous way, 
philosophy is nothing but a form of religion which corresponds to its 
Notion.® 


The condition of (im)possibility 


The picture of the Hegelian system as a closed whole which assigns its 
proper place to every partial moment is therefore deeply misleading. 
-Every partial moment is, so to speak, “truncated from within”, it 
cannot ever fully become “itself”, it cannot ever reach “its own 
place”, it is marked with an inherent impediment, and it is this 
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pediment which “sets in motion” the dialectical development. The 
tOne” of Hegel’s “monism” is thus not the One of an Identity 
‘encompassing all differences, but rather a paradoxical “One” .of 
‘ dical negativity which forever blocks the fulfilment of any positive 
iGdentity. The Hegelian “cunning of Reason” is to be conceived 
precisely against the background of this impossible accordance of the 
Sbject with its Notion; we do not destroy an object by mangling it 
m outside but, quite on the contrary, by allowing it freely to evolve 
potential and thus to arrive at its Truth: 


Cunning [List] is something other than trickery [Pfiffigkeit]. The most open- 
public activity is the greatest cunning (the other must be taken in its truth). In 
other words, with his openness, a man exposes the other in himself, he 
appears as he is in and for himself, and thereby does away with himself. 
Cunning is the great art of inducing others to be as they are in and for 
themselves, and to bring this out to the light of consciousness. Although 
others are in the right, they do not know how to defend it by means of 
speech. Muteness is bad, mean cunning. Consequently, a true Master is at 
bottom only he who can provoke the other to transform himself through his 
act.’ 


‘The “cunning of Reason” simply takes into account the split that is 
ontologically constitutive of the other: the fact that the other never 
fully corresponds to its Notion. It does not, therefore, have to be 
obstructed — it suffices to entice it to reveal its truth, confident that the 
other will thereby dissolve — transform — itself. Such a procedure has a 
place in the most intimate interpersonal relationships, as well as in 
political strategy. When, for example, in a strained interpersonal 
telationship, somebody complains of the way their partner frustrates 
them in the realization of their potential, it is wise to withdraw and 
leave the way open for the supposed victim of oppression. It will soon 
become clear whether there was any substantial content behind the 
Moaning, or whether the other’s entire identity consists in such 
moaning and groaning — that is, did the other desperately need the 
figure of a “repressive” adversary, in the absence of which their whole 
identity would disintegrate? 

Daniel Sibony recognized the same procedure in what he called 
“Mitterrand’s work as an analyst”. Instead of pushing the Commu- 
nists into a political ghetto, Mitterrand wisely asked them to join the 
government, putting to test their “‘capability to govern”. The result is 
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known. It became evident that there was no substantial politica} 
content behind their “reformist” rhetoric. It should be clear, now, in 
what sense Lacan, in the early fifties (under the obvious influence of 
Kojéve), equated the position of the psychoanalyst to that of the 
Hegelian Sage. The psychoanalyst’s “inactivity” consists in not inter- 
vening actively in the work of the analysand, in refusing to offer him 
or her any support in the shape of ideals, goals, and so on~ the analyst 
just lets, enables him or her to arrive at his or her repressed content and 
to articulate it in the medium of speech, whereby this content is tested 
as to its truth. 

One of the great motifs of the Derridean deconstruction is the 
already-mentioned reversal or complement of the Kantian transcen- 
dental formula of the “conditions of possibility”. The ‘“‘infrastruc- 
tural” condition of possibility of an entity is at the same time the 
condition of its impossibility, its identity-with-itself is possible only 
against the background of its self-relationship — of a minimal self- 
differentiation and self-deferment which opens a gap forever hinder- 
ing its full identity-with-itself. . . . It should also be clear, now, how 
the same paradox is inscribed in the very heart of Hegelian dialectics. 
The key “reversal” of the dialectical process takes place when we 
recognize in what at first appeared as a “condition of impossibility” — 
as a hindrance to our full identity, to the realization of our potential — 
the condition of the possibility of our ontological consistency. 

Herein lies, strictly speaking, the lesson of the dialectics of ‘‘Beauti- 
ful Soul” from the Phenomenology of Spirit. The “Beautiful Soul” 
incessantly laments the cruel conditions of the world whose victim it 
is, which prevent the realization of its good intentions. What it 
overlooks is the way its own complaints contribute to the preservation 
of these unfortunate “conditions” — that is, the way the Beautiful Soul 
is itself an accomplice in the disorder of the world it bemoans. We 
encounter elements of the Beautiful Soul in a certain type of “dissi- 
dence” in decaying “real socialism’’. Even after the system has begun 
its terminal disintegration, such “‘dissidence” still vehemently main- 
tains that “nothing has really changed” — that behind a new mask, 
there is still “the same old Bolshevik-totalitarian kernel”, and so on. 
Such “dissidence” literally needs a “Bolshevik”, a totalitarian adver- 
sary. Its compulsive “unmasking” actually provokes the adversary into 
displaying its ‘‘totalitarian” character. It lives entirely for the moment, 
in expectation of the moment when “the mask will fall off” and it will 
become evident that the adversary is the same old totalitarian Party. 
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real “object of desire” of such a “dissident” is not to defeat the 
ary, even less to re-establish a democratic order in which the 
yersary would be forced to accept the role of a rival for power on an 
wal footing with others, but one’s own defeat, in accordance with the 
ic “I have to lose, I must receive a hard blow, since this is the only 
y to demonstrate that I was right in my accusations against the 
This paradoxical reasoning clearly illustrates the inherently antag- 
Winistic character of desire. My “official” desire is for the Communist 
: y to change into a democratic partner and rival, but in fact I fear 
gach a change more than the plague itself, since I know very well that it 
pwould make me lose my footing and force me radically to modify my 
yhole strategy — my real desire is thus for the Party not to change; to 
ain totalitarian. The enemy-figure, the Party supposed to impede 
py fulfilment, is in truth the very precondition of my position of 
eautiful Soul; without it, I would lose the big Culprit, the point by 
erence to which my subjective position acquires its consistency. It is 
wainst this background that we must conceive Hegel’s proposition 
‘om his Science of Logic: “By way of reconciliation, the negative force 
scognizes in what it fights against its own essence.” In the monster of 
“Party”, the negative force of “dissidence” must recognize an 
tity on which hangs its own ontological consistency, an entity that 
onfers meaning upon its activity — in other words, its essence. 
This paradoxical logic could be further exemplified via a notion 
which is a kind of analytical-philosophy pendant to the Hegelian 
cunning of Reason’, that of the “‘states that are essentially by- 
products” elaborated by Jon Elster.? When, as a result of the subject’s 
activity, a certain non-intended state of things emerges (when, for 
Pexample, in a “totalitarian” state in disintegration, an attempt at 
"intimidation backfires and strengthens the forces of democratic oppo- 
‘sition, like the murder of Chamorro during the last months of the 
‘Somoza dictatorship in Nicaragua), the subject has no right to say: “I 
didn’t intend this!” and thus elude his responsibility. In so far as 
“actuality is rational”, it is precisely the external, social realization of 
Our aims and intentions that testifies to their true meaning — when we 
realize our intention, we are confronted with its “truth”. 

This is also the way to conceive the famous Lacanian proposition 
that the speaker receives from the other (his addressee) his own 
Message in its inverted — its true — form. The subject whose activity 
misfires, who achieves the opposite of what he intended, must gather 
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enough strength to acknowledge in this unlooked-for result the truth 
of his intention. That is to say, truth is always the truth of the symbolic 
“big Other’; it does not occur in the intimacy of my inner self. 
experience, it results from the way my activity is inscribed in the 
“public” field of intersubjective relations. To quote the famous fina] 
phrase of Lacan’s Seminar on “The Purloined Letter”, “‘a letter always 
arrives at its destination”. Although the Beautiful Soul is not prepared 
to recognize itself as the addressee of the letter returned by (social) 
reality, although it refuses to decipher in the disorder of the world the 
truth of its own subjective position, the letter nevertheless reaches its 
destination: the disorder of the world is a message testifying to the 
truth of the subject’s position — the more this message is ignored, the 
more it insists and pursues its “silent weaving”. 


II REFLECTION 


The logic of re-mark 


The lesson to be drawn from what we have elaborated so far is that 
Hegel is to be read carefully and literally. When, for example, he says 
that the hardest nut of the speculative approach is to recognize the 
identity of the contraries as contraries, to uncover the positivity in the 
negative itself, this does not mean that the contraries are to be somehow 
united, harmonized (against which we could always retort that this 
Operation never works out without some remainder resisting synthe- 
sis), or that the negative force is to be somehow “inverted” into 
positivity, “encompassed” by it (against which we could again always 
retort that there is an excess of negativity resisting absorption into the 
positivity of the dialectically mediated identity). As we have seen 
apropos of the “cunning of Reason”, the crucial gesture of the 
dialectical approach is to exhibit the “positive” (enabling, “pro- 
ductive”) dimension that pertains to the Negative as such; to grasp 
how what appeared at first a purely negative (impending) agency 
functions as a positive “condition of possibility” of the entity it 
impedes. 
The inappropriateness of the current doxa on Hegel emerges most 
clearly at this point — apropos of the Negative’s inversion into positi- 
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Ee. The hardest nut for the non-dialectical approach is to reconcile it 
ith the Hegelian affirmation of the “infinite force of the Negative”. 
Mtjat is to say, it is not sufficient to conceive Hegel as the “thinker of 
Begativity”, as the philosopher who displayed the bacchanalian dance 
% Negativity which sweeps away every positive-substantial identity. 
What escapes such an approach is simply identity itself, the way identity 
& constituted through the reflexive self-relationship of the Negative. 


rr 
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five shall endeavour to shed light on this hardest nut by a symptomatic 
iy passe of the Derridean reading of Hegel. 

: It would appear that the Derridean treatment of Hegel itself repeats 
je above-mentioned paradoxical logic of the “‘supplement” elabor- 
Aged by Derrida apropos of his model analysis of the role of writing in 
Platonic text. First, writing is simply excluded as a secondary 
ixternality which does not affect the inner presence of the Idea; then, 
second, he is forced to acknowledge their uncanny proximity, as if the 
#aner essence is always-already affected, constituted even, by the 
process of writing — which is why we have to repeat the exclusion of 
qwriting at another level, within Idea itself. Derrida and the Derridean 
§nterpreters (Nancy, Lacoue-Labarthe, Gasche) likewise first oppose 
Hegel to Derrida by presenting him as a kind of effective antipode of 

errida. 

>» Hegelian dialectics is the culmination of the metaphysics of pre- 
gence, the logical machine of Notion which, by means of its self- 
mediation, “sublates” and encompasses all heterogeneity, a closed 
Sircle of teleological movement within which every diversity is in 
‘edvance posited as its own ideal moment ~ in contrast to Derrida, who 
affirms the irreducible dissemination of the process of differance, the 
impossibility of ever enclosing this process within the circle of self- 
Mediated identity . . . Second, however, they acknowledge that it is 
almost impossible to distinguish the self-differentiation process of the 
Notion from the movement of differance, that the line separating them 
is almost imperceptible, that their proximity is almost absolute. For 
this reason, their delimitation must be repeated — and, as we have 
already pointed out, the form of this repetition uncannily resembles 
that of the fetishistic disavowal, the formula “fe sais bien, mais quand 
méme .. . ’’. Its first part articulates the knowledge which subverts the 
point of departure (Hegel as the philosopher of metaphysical identity, 
and so on); whereas the second part does not refute the first, it simply 
returns to the point of departure and clings to it as to an article of faith — 
“I know very well that with Hegel, any identity is just a passing 
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moment in the process of difference, yet for all that (I still believe that) 
the speculative identity ultimately sublates all differences.” 

We encounter perhaps the clearest example of this discord in 
Rodolphe Gasche’s The Tain of the Mirror,? in which the relationship of 
Derridean deconstruction to the philosophy of reflection is elaborated 
with immense theoretical erudition and acuteness. The first surprise 
however, is the way Gasche presents as specifically “‘Derridean” 5 
whole series of propositions which sound as if they were taken from 
Hegel's Logic— for example, on pages 201-2: ‘*. . . any entity is what it 
is only by being divided by the Other to which it refers in order to 
constitute itself” — an almost literal quote from the beginning of 
Hegel’s “logic of essence’! In order to maintain the distance between 
Hegel and Derrida, Gasche is thus forced to impute to Hegel a 
nonsensically simplified version of “absolute idealism”, summarizing 
the worn-out textbook platitudes on “the dialectical One encompass- 
ing both the One and the manifold’’(p. 277) and suchlike. Matters 
reach a peak when Gasche refutes Hegel by means of Hegel himself - 
Presents as a limit supposed to escape Hegel the elementary proposi- 


tions of Hegelian logic itself, as, for example, in the following 
characteristic passage: 


The possibility of dialectically comprehending the Opposition between 
what is doubled and its double as a relation of exteriorization and reappro- 
Priation of the double as the negative of what is doubled is logically 
dependent on the originary duplication according to which no on can refer 
in its appearing to itself except by doubling itself in an Other. (p. 228) 


In short, first one imputes to Hegel an absurdly oversimplified notion 
of dialectical reflection (“reappropriation of the double as the negative 
of what is doubled”); subsequently one states as a condition of such a 
reappropriation, supposed to escape the dialectics, the elementary 
dialectical insight that an entity can refer to itself only by doubling 
itself in an Other! 

This inherent ambiguity of the “‘deconstructive” reading of Hegel 
emerges most violently apropos of the crucial notion of “sublation” 
[Aufhebung]. In the first stage, Hegel and Derrida are of course clearly 
opposed. Aufhebung names the dialectical overcoming of differences, 
the very way Notion encompasses heterogeneity, diversity, by trans- 
forming it into an ideal-sublated moment of its own identity — 
differences are recognized qua “sublated”, qua moments of an articu- 
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bed totality, whereas Derrida’s entire emphasis is on an “‘infrastruc- 
** remainder which resists sublation, which persists in its heteroge- 
and is precisely as such — as the limit of sublation, as a rock on 
h sublation necessarily founders — its positive condition, In a 
nd stage, however, this opposition between Aufhebung and its 
Bftover becomes blurred. When, for example, in Dissémination, Der- 
o -deals with the Mallarméan problematic of ‘“‘re-mark”’ [ré-marque], 
is concedes that Aufhebung as the elementary matrix of Hegelian 
Iseculative reflection is almost indistinguishable from the graphics of 
He-mark, so that the gesture of differentiation has to be repeated in a far 
- ore refined and ambiguous way. This Derridean reading/rewriting 
f the Mallarméan re-mark deserves closer examination since, as we 
all see, it is here that Derrida comes closest to the Lacanian logic of 
signifier. 
How do we get from the mark [marque] to the re-mark? Why must 
every mark (every signifying trace) be re-marked? Derrida’s point of 
departure is the differential character of the texture of marks. A mark 
i nothing but a trace, a sheaf of features that differentiate it from other 
Ynarks, in which this differentiality must be brought to its self- 
ifeference ~— in which every series of marks as semic (bearers of 
heaning) “must contain an additional tropological movement by 
fwhich the seme mark refers to what demarcates the marks, to the 
flanks between the marks that relate the different marks to each 

pther’’.!° In short, in any series of marks there is always at least one 
‘which functions as “empty’’, “‘asemic”’ — that is to say, which re- 
‘marks the differential space of the inscription of marks. It is only 
‘through the gesture of re-marking that a mark becomes mark, since it 
‘is only the re-mark which opens and sustains the place of its inscrip- 
tion... 

- Are we not thus in the midst of the “logic of the signifier” as 
elaborated by Jacques-Alain Miller in his two short “canonic” writ- 
ings, “Suture” and ‘‘Matrix”,"' in the second of which he even uses the 
Same terms as Derrida (the mark and the empty place of its inscription, 
Sustained by an additional empty mark, and so on)? Is not the 
elementary proposition of the “logic of the signifier” (dismissed by 
Derrida in a short note— remark — in On Grammatology) that every series 
of signifiers must contain a paradoxical surplus-element which holds 
the place, within this series, of the very absence of the signifier — to 
resort to the formula which has been part of the jargon for a long time, 
a signifier of the lack of the signifier? That is to say, in so far as the 
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order of the signifier is differential, the very difference between the 
signifier and its absence must be inscribed within it; and is not this 
“valence that is not just one among others”! the Lacanian S1, the 
Master-Signifier, the “‘asemic” signifier-without-signified, always 
supplementing the chain of “knowledge” (S2) and thus enabling it? 
Moreover, is not the empty place represented by the re-mark the 
Lacanian “sujet barré’”’, the subject of the signifier, so that this most 
elementary matrix already makes possible the inference of the Laca- 
nian definition of the signifier as that which “represents the subject for 
all other signifiers”? Does not the re-mark represent the empty space 
of inscription for all other marks? 

To render this logic of re-mark “palpable”, let us just recall a certain 
procedure found in different domains of art, from painting (the 
relation between figure and its ground) to music (the relation of motif 
and accompaniment) and cinema: the paradoxical invers‘on by means 
of which what at first appears as motif (figure) retroactively, after 
being re-marked by a new motif (figure), changes into accompani- 
ment (ground) — and the complementary inversion whereby what at 
first appears as “mere accompaniment” changes retroactively into the 
principal motif. Let us begin with Escher’s graphic paradoxes. Their 
basic procedure is that of the dialectical interplay of figure and ground, 
of gradual transformation of ground into figure, of retroactive re- 
marking of ground as figure, and vice versa. The paradoxical result of 
such an interplay — the inconsistency of a series of staircases where, by 
going all the way down, we find ourselves at the top again, for 
example — attests the presence of subject: the subject “‘is” this very 
inconsistency of the structure — in our case, the void, the invisible and 
“impossible” gap between the lowest and the highest step bridged by 
optical illusion. And is not Escher’s best-known visual paradox, that 
of two hands holding a pencil and drawing each other, a perfect case of 
two marks simultaneously re-marking each other? 

However, to detect the logic of re-mark, one does not need to look 
on the fringes of art, where art approaches technical trickery (para- 
doxes, anamorphoses, and so on). It is enough to view “mainstream” 
works in another light. Mozart, for example: we all know the cliché 
about Mozart’s music being “heavenly”, ‘divine’ — this characteriza- 
tion nevertheless contains a grain of truth. It points towards a typical 
Mozartian procedure in which the initial melody is joined by another 
melodic line which, so to speak, descends “from above” and changes 
the status of the first melody retroactively into that of an “accompani- 
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ment’? (the best-known instance is the third movement of Serenade 
My. 10 in B Major, KV 361). We could say that this second, “hea- 
Msly” motif re-marks, reframes anew, the initial motif. Perhaps we 
id also risk the elementary hypothesis that precisely such a re- 
ing of motifs, their passage into accompaniment, is lost with 
thoven — it appears in his work only by way of exception (in the 
Mijtd movement of the Ninth Symphony, for example).'* 

Min the domain of cinema, a homologous inversion is often practised 
mM Alfred Hitchcock — in The Birds, for example, the famous panora-~ 
hic shot from great height of a small town in which a fire has just burst 
! ; . Suddenly, a lone bird enters the frame from behind the camera; 
: Aon it is joined by a couple, followed by the entire flock. The same 
Hot is thus re-marked. What seemed at first to be an establishing shot 
ithe entire scene, taken from a “neutral”, objective point of view, is 
ectivized and proved to be the threatening view of the birds 
kemselves of their victims. A similar, albeit symmetrically inverted, 
Mtocedure is used by Francis Ford Coppola in the opening titles of his 
eo versation. The camera shows various scenes from a park full of 
Walkers during a lunch-time break, with a soundtrack of strangely 
orted voices. We, the spectators, automatically take this to be a 


@vident that the scene shown during the titles is the key scene of the 
Wntire film (a detective agency in the middle of bugging an adulterous 
@ouple). The crucial point not to be missed here is that reference to the 
Maginary level of Gestalt does not suffice to explain this dialectical 
iiaterplay of “figure” and “background”. Inversions of this kind are 
possible only within the universe of the signifier — that is to say, within 
M universe in which at least one element represents the place of 
fnscription of and for all other elements. Without the inscription, 
‘within the series of elements, of an element which re-marks their very 
Place of inscription, the distance between “figure” and its “ground” 
€annot be established. 

This dialectics of “figure” and “ground” makes it possible to 
discern the homology between re-mark and Aufhebung pointed out by 
Derrida himself. An element is “sublated” — suppressed and at the 
Same time preserved — when it is re-marked by a new frame, included 
ina new symbolic network, “‘elevated”’ into its element. In the above- 
mentioned shot from The Birds, for example, the “objective’’ view 
from above the town is suppressed-and-preserved by being re-marked 
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as the “subjective” view of the birds themselves. “The thing remains 
exactly the same as before, yet all of a sudden, its meaning changes 
totally’; it remains the same qua mark, yet it is re-marked in a different 
way. In this sense, the dialectical inversion always follows the logic of 
re-mark: the thing itself in its immediacy does not change; all that 
changes is the modality of its inscription in the symbolic network. In 
this sense, it also becomes clear why the re-mark coincides with the 
Lacanian $1, the Master-Signifier, the “quilting point” [point de capi- 
ton]. The effect of “quilting” takes place when, with a sudden reversal 
of perspective, what was a moment ago still perceived as defeat 
appears as victory. 

Let us take the case of Saint Paul, whose rereading of the death of 
Christ gave Christianity its definitive contours. He did not add any 
new content to the already-existing dogmas — all he did was to re- 
mark as the greatest triumph, as the fulfilment of Christ’s sunreme 
mission (reconciliation of God with mankind), what was before 
experienced as traumatic loss (the defeat of Christ’s mundane mission, 
his infamous death on the cross).' Here we encounter again the 
fundamental Hegelian motif: “reconciliation” does not convey any 
kind of miraculous healing of the wound of scission, it consists solely 
in a reversal of perspective by means of which we perceive how the 
scission is in itself already reconciliation — how, for example, Christ’s 
defeat and infamous death are already in themselves reconciliation. To 
accomplish “reconciliation” we do not have to “overcome” the 
scission, we just have to re-mark it.'> 

Furthermore, does this logic of re-mark not point towards the self- 
reflective character of what Derrida calls ‘‘textuality” — towards the 
way every texture of marks necessarily “reflects” into itself, within 
itself, its own space of inscription, its own conditions of possibility — 
in the shape of its opposite, to be sure? The empty space of inscription 
(the lack) reflects itself in the shape of a positive mark, of “one among 
others”. Gasche proposes the following concise formulation: “In 
affecting itself by the re-mark, designating its own space of engender- 
ment, the mark inscribes itself within itself, reflects itself within itself 
under the form of what it is not.’’!® Is the logic of re-mark therefore 
not the elementary matrix of the Hegelian self-reflective movement of 
the Notion? In On Grammatology, Derrida articulates how Rousseau 
““inscribes textuality within the text”, how he “tells us in the text what 
is text”. The themes upon which the Derridean reading of Rousseau is 
centred (“supplementarity”, for example) are not simply themes 


THE WANTON IDENTITY 79 


igmong others in the chain; they are themes which describe (reflect 
within the text) the textual chain itself, the very way the text “oper- 
ares”. If, thence, as Gasche points out, referring to Derrida, there is a 
shear-perfect coincidence between the logic of re-mark and the reflex- 
movement of Aufhebung, how does one distinguish them? 
|» Gasche’s basic strategy consists in drawing a distinction between the 
i -reflective layer of the text (elements, motifs, by means of which 
ality is reflected, represented, within the text) and its “‘infrastruc- 
” background, the textual operations that render possible and, by 
the same gesture, hinder such reflectivity — which open its space, but 
‘gimulcaneously prevent it from fully succeeding and thus coinciding 
ea itself in accomplished self-mirroring. He quotes the following 
ipassage from Grammatology: “If a text always gives itself a certain 
\fepresentation of its own roots, those roots live only by that represen- 
tation, by never touching the soil, so to speak”, and comments upon 
Sit: “The circumscribed discourse in which a text presents itself is a 
irepresentation that is constantly overrun by the entire system of the 
‘text’ $ own resources and laws.’’!” 
Here, we should indulge in a short ‘‘deconstructive”’ reading of 
'Gasche himself. His commentary misses — or rather misplaces — the 
jemphasis of Derrida’s proposition. That is to say, Gasche puts the 
emphasis on the way self-reflection is “embedded” in infrastructural 
ecticatae which exceed it, whereas the whole point of Derrida’s 
‘quoted proposition is its exact opposite. These infrastructural mecha- 
‘nisms “live only by that representation” — that is, the very textuality of 
.the text is sustained by this self-reflection. There is no primordial 
textual “infrastructure” that could as a result reflect itself in a dis- 
“torted, partial way within the text — “‘textuality” is nothing but a name 
‘for this very process of textual self-reflection: in other words, of this 
'process of re-marking. Let us, however, turn to Gasche’s principal 
“argument against identifying the “infrastructure of re-mark” with the 
Hegelian movement of reflection: 


This theme [that describes the chain itself] does not reflect the whole chain, 
if reflection means what it has always meant, a mirroring representation 
through which a self reappropriates itself. Instead of reflecting the chain of 
the text into itself, “‘supplementarity”’ re-marks that chain in the same way 
as it is itself re-marked, that is, put back into the position of a mark within 
the textual chain. . . . The illusion ofa reflexive totalization by a theme or a 
concept is grounded in the representational effacement of their position as 
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marks within the chain that they tend to govern. Because of the re-mark, 
self-representation and self-reflection never quite take place. A theme or 
concept can only designate the text en abyme; that is, its representation is the 
representation of a representation. '® 


The first phrase is already revealing: one can discern re-mark from 
reflection only by presupposing that “reflection means what it has 
always meant” — this statement is doubly questionable, formally as 
well as on the level of content. On the level of content, it is — to resort 
to naive terms which are quite appropriate here — simply wrong. It 
imputes to Hegel a strictly pre-Hegelian notion of reflection (‘‘a 
mirroring representation through which a self reappropriates itself”’) 
— a notion which misses what Hegel endeavoured to circumscribe by 
“absolute reflection’. If this were the Hegelian notion of reflection, 
then we certainly could not speak of a “similarity” between the 
movement of reflection and re-mark. Formally, such a statement 
cannot but sound somewhat odd, coming from the mouth of a 
“deconstructivist”. Is not the entire effort of “deconstruction” dir- 
ected towards displaying how words never simply “mean what they 
have always meant” — how they can never reach the full identity of 
their “proper meaning”? Here, however, all of a sudden, we are 
obliged to appeal to what reflection ‘thas always meant”. . .. What if 
Hegel himself had already “deconstructed” the notion of reflection, 
making it function in a way unheard of within the pre-Hegelian (and, 
perhaps, also post-Hegelian) tradition? What if, precisely with Hegel, 
“reflection” no longer ‘‘means what it has always meant”? 


The abyss re-marked 


To decide on this crucial point, we have to look closely at Gasche’s line 
of argument. Contrary to the movement of reflection — where, by 
means of reflexive totalization, its agent “dominates” the entire chain 
and “reappropriates” the reflected contents — in the Derridean logic of 
re-mark the element through which textuality reflects itself within the 
text — the element which re-marks the place of the chain as such —never 
“dominates” the chain, since it occupies itself the position of one of its 
elements and is thus remarked anew by other elements.!? For this 
reason, any element can reflect textuality only en abyme, through 
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wdless deferment — there is always a certain excess of re-mark which 
Judes dialectical totalization: 


. one trope too many is thus added to the series, and, in the form of a 
proxy. . ., itrepresents what does not really belong to the series of semes, 
.the nonmeaning against which the full marks stand out. If that trope is 
subtracted from the series to be totalized by the concept [of the mark], 
however, this totalization leaves at least one mark unaccounted for. Thus 
re-marked by the space of inscription that demarcates all marks, no 
concept or theme of the mark could hope to coincide with what it aims to 
embrace. The re-mark is an essential limit to all coinciding reflection or 
-mirroring, a doubling of the mark that makes all self-reflective adequation 
impossible. For structural reasons, there is always more than totality; the 
extra valence added by the delegate of the asemic space of diacritical 
differentiation of the totality of semes always — infinitely — remains to be 
accounted for.?° 
The argument is clear. The (conceptual) totalization of a chain of 
barks j is always re-marked by an additional mark which, within the 
igeries of semic marks, represents (holds the place of) their ground, 
their field of inscription — that is, their very differentiality, the differ- 
ence between marks as such. Totality takes place only as re-marked; as 
#0on as it occurs, a surplus-mark is always added. In other words, 
totalization never totalizes all; because of a structural necessity, it is 
accomplished by means of an excess which itself remains non- 
ttotalized, non-accounted-for. What is not possible is a totalization 
‘which, through a self-reflective equation to itself, would comprise 
Atself, its own re-mark — which would re-mark itself and thus achieve 
‘transparent self-coincidence. Yet Hegelian reflective reappropriation 
4s precisely such an impossible totalization in which the field of marks 
re-marks (reflects) its own conditions without remainder; in which the 


frame of the text is inscribed into, accounted for, by the text itself. 


Does this argument hold? Is it effectively an argument against 


"Hegel? Instead of providing a formal answer, I will risk an “empirical 


refutation”, however naive it may appear, by referring to a particular 
line of thought from Hegel which suits perfectly Gasche’s description 
of the way re-mark functions as a surplus by means of which totaliza~ 
tion takes place: Hegel’s deduction of monarchy from his philosophy 
of right. 

This deduction is, as a rule, looked down upon. One sees in 
it evidence of Hegel’s concession to pre-bourgeois historical 
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circumstances, if not outright proof of his conformism. There is 
surprise at the absurdity and inconsistency of Hegel, the philosophe 
of absolute Reason, advocating that the decision on who will be ne 
head of state should depend upon the non-rational, biological fact of 
descent. It is pointed out how the whole of Hegel’s argumentation 
clings to a wordplay on “immediacy”. To be effective, the unity of the 
State must be again embodied in an individual in whose existence 
alone Will exists for itself — achieves immediate existence — and this 
demand for natural immediacy is best met precisely by lineage... . 
This criticism, however, misfires totally: not because it is simply 
wrong — the point is rather that, unknowingly, it confirms Hegel’s 
basic idea. The constitutional monarchy is a rationally articulated 
organic Whole at the head of which there is an “irrational” element 
the person of the King. What is crucial here is precisely the ice 
accentuated by Hegel’s critics: the abyss separating the State as an 
organic rational totality from the “irrational” factum brutum of the 
person who embodies supreme power — that is to say, by means of 
which the State assumes the form of subjectivity. Against the reproach 
that the fate of the State is thus left to the natural contingency of the 
sovereign’s psychic constitution (his wisdom, honesty, courage, and 
so on), Hegel retorts: 


. all this rests on a presupposition which is nugatory, namely that 
everything depends on the monarch’s particular character. Ina completely 
organized state, it is only a question of the culminatory point of formal 
decision . . . . It is wrong therefore to demand objective qualities in a 
monarch; he has only to say “yes” and dot the “i”. . . whatever else the 
monarch may have in addition to this power of final decision is part and 
parcel of his private character and should be of no consequence. . . . Ina 
well-organized monarchy, the objective aspect belongs to law alone, and 
the monarch’s part is merely to set to the law the subjective “I will”. 2! 


The act of the monarch is thus of a purely formal nature: its frame- 
work is determined by the Constitution, the concrete content of his 
decisions is proposed to him by his counsellors, so that “he has often 
no more to do than sign his name. But this name is important. It is the 
last word beyond which it is impossible to go.” 

Hereby, all is actually said. The monarch functions as a “pure”’ 
signifier, a signifier-without-signified; his entire actuality (and author- 
ity) consists in his Name, and it is precisely for this reason that his 
physical reality is wholly arbitrary and could be left to the biological 
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Bistingency of lineage. The monarch thus embodies the function of 
Master-Signifier at its purest; it is the One of the Exception, the 
Bivational’’ protuberance of the social edifice which transforms the 
Meorphous mass of “people” into a concrete totality of mores. By 
sans of his ex-sistence of a pure signifier, he constitutes the Whole of 
x social fabric in its “organic articulation” [organische Gliederung] — 
Ae.“‘irrational” surplus as a condition of the rational totality, the 
ss of the “pure” signifier without signified as a condition of the 
nic Whole of signifier/signified: ““Taken without its monarch and 
ke» articulation of the whole which is the indispensable and direct 
Bencomitant of monarchy, the people is a formless mass and no longer 
fptate.”> 

bly other words, the monarch is not just a “symbol” of community, 
his is something decidedly more. Through him, in him, the commu- 
itself reaches its “‘being-for-itself”’ and thus realizes itself— it is a 
adoxical ‘‘symbol” by means of which the symbolized content 
Setualizes itself. The monarch can accomplish this task only in so far as 
Mis authority is of a purely “performative” nature and not founded in 
v effective capacities. It is only his counsellors, the State bureaucracy 
general, which are supposed to be chosen according to their 
pective capabilities and their fitness to do the required job. One thus 
gPaintains the gap between State employees who must obtain their post 
py hard effort, by proving themselves worthy of it, and the monarch 
Himself as the point of pure authority of the signifier: 


the multitude of individuals, the mass of people, is confronted with a 
‘Unique individual, the monarch ~ they are the multitude, movement, 
. fluidity; — he is the immediacy, naturalness — it is only he who is natural, that 

is to say, with him, nature took refuge; he is its last remainder, as a positive 

remainder — the family of the prince is the only positive family — all other 
families must be left behind — other individuals have value only in so far as 
they are dispossessed, in so far as they have made themselves.* 


: 


This coincidence of pure Culture (the empty signifier) with the left- 
Over of Nature in the person of the king entails the paradox of the 
king’s relationship towards law: strictly speaking, the king cannot 
break the law since his word immediately makes law; it is only against 
this background that Kant’s unconditional prohibition of the violent 
Overthrow of the king obtains its rationale. In this sense, monarch 
functions as a personification of Wittgenstein’s “‘sceptical paradox”: 
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we cannot say that his act violates the Rule, since it (redefines it. All 
other subjects are marked by the gap forever separating their “patho. 
logical” reality, what they effectively are and do, from the ideal order 
of what they ought to be - they never fully correspond to their Notion 
and, consequently, can be judged and measured by their (in)adequac 
to it; whereas the monarch immediately is the actuality of his pie 
Notion. To resort to Kantian terms: the king is a Thing which 
acquired phenomenal existence, a point of short circuit between the 
noumenal order of freedom (moral law) and the level of phenomenal 
experience — more precisely: although he is not it, we, the subjects, are 
obliged to act as if he is the Thing embodied. 
The paradox of the Hegelian monarch is thus that, in a sense, he is 
the point of madness of the social fabric; his social position is deter- 
mined immediately by his lineage, by biology; he is the only one 
among individuals who already by his “nature” is what he (socially) is 
— all others must “invent” themselves, elaborate the content of their 
being by their activity. As always, Saint-Just was right when, in his 
accusation against the king, he demanded his execution not because of 
any of his specific deeds but simply because he was king. From a 
radically republican point of view, the supreme crime consists in the 
very fact of being the king, not in what one does as a king. 
Here Hegel is far more ambiguous than it may seem. His conclusion 
is roughly as follows: in so far as a Master is indispensable in politics, 
we should not condescend to the common-sense reasoning which tells 
us that “the Master should be at least as wise, brave and good as 
possible ...”.. On the contrary, we should maintain the greatest 
possible gap between the Master’s symbolic legitimation and the level 
of “effective” qualifications; localize the function of the Master to a 
place excluded from the Whole, reduce him to an agency of purely 
formal decision whereby it does not matter if he is effectively an 
idiot . . 5 At the very point where Hegel seems to praise monarchy, 
he carries out a kind of separation between $1 and a, between pure 
signifier and object. If the king’s charismatic power of fascination 
depends On a concomitance of S1 and a—on the illusion that the Master- 
Signifier covers, deep within itself, the precious object — Hegel 
separates them and shows us, on the one hand, St in its imbecilic 
tautology of an empty name; and on the other, the object (the body of 


the monarch) as a pure excrement, a remainder appended to the 
Name.” 
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failed reflection to reflected failure 


e crucial feature is thus that the Hegelian monarch falls out from the 
Jectical mediation of Nature and Spirit. He presents a point of the 
a ediate passage of one into the other, a paradoxical point at which 
4 ‘pure Name, the pure agency of the signifier, immediately clings to 
i ‘last residue” of positive naturalness — to what is NOT aufgehoben, 
blated through the work of mediation . . . . Have we not here, in 
- i position of the monarch, a clear case of an element which, in its 
ation to the semic totality (of the State), functions precisely as a “‘re- 
Mark” in the Derridean sense of the term? Of an element which is 
‘ fore than totality”, which “sticks out” from the rational totality of 
ee State, in so far as it is the last residue of Nature — of non-Reason — 
ee which precisely as such “reflects” the very space of articulation of 
fie rational totality? Of an element which literally “represents what 
Bies not belong to the series of semes”’; Nature in its immediacy? The 
Monarch is a strange body within the fabric of the State; he remains 
lunaccounted for” by rational mediation. However, precisely as such, 
Me is the element through which rational totality constitutes itself. 
Bicrcin lies the “secret” of the dialectical mediation of social elements 
my the State’s rational totality. This mediation can be brought about 
only by way of an “irrational” residue of non-mediated Nature — that 
#8, the stupid biological fact of the monarch’s body. In other words, 
- hat the Derridean “deconstruction” brings out after a great struggle 
land declares to be the inherent limit of the dialectical mediation — the 
mint at which the movement of Aufhebung necessarily fails —- Hegel 
Mosits directly as the crucial moment of this movement. “Everything 
ea be mediated”, sublated in its immediacy and posited as an ideal 
sari of rational totality — on condition that this very power of 
labsolute mediation is embodied anew in the form of its opposite; of an 
‘Mert, non-rational residue of natural immediacy. We can now perhaps 
igee why the conception of the monarch is “of all conceptions the 
thardest for ratiocination”,2’ inclusive of the deconstructive one. 
For that reason, Gasche’s proposition ‘Thus re-marked by the space 
of inscription that demarcates all marks, no concept or theme of the 
‘mark could hope to coincide with what it aims to embrace” is to be 
Riven its full weight and taken more literally than it was probably 
Meant. By its mere presence, the re-mark (which represents the place 
of inscription of other marks — themes) hinders, prevents the other 
marks from coinciding with themselves, from achieving their full 
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identity. The very identity-with-itself of a re-mark embodies negati- 
vity, auto-fissure, inherent to all marks, in so far as this identity 
consists in the impossible coincidence of an element with the empty 
place of its inscription (which is the Hegelian—Wittgensteinian defini- 
tion of identity). By his mere presence, the monarch serves as a 
reminder of the ultimate instability of the social fabric; of the fact that 
what we call “society” is the congelation of an original violence which 
can at any moment erupt again and pulverize the established order. 
The monarch is therefore simultaneously the point guaranteeing 
stability and consistency, and the embodiment of a radical negativity — 
the central element by reference to which the structure obtains stabi- 
lity and meaning; the point of identity in its very heart, coincides with 
its own opposite.” 

It should be clear, now, why the basic premiss of the Derridean 
criticism of Hegel — that Aufhebung itself cannot be aufgehoben, that re- 
mark itself is in its turn always-already re-marked by the series within 
which it is inscribed — misfires completely. According to Derrida, 
Aufhebung would mean a “successful” inscription/re-mark of the space 
into the series of marks — that is, of textualicy into the text. Against this 
“illusion” he then points out how re-mark could never entirely reflect 
the chain of marks, how it could never fully coincide with itself in a 
perfect self-mirroring — how the text is always reflected-into-itself in a 
distorted, displaced, “biased” — in short, re-marked perspective. Here- 
with, Derrida misplaces as a limit of reflection what is in Hegel the 
very fundamental feature of “‘absolute’’ reflection. Reflection, to be 
sure, ultimately always fails —- any positive mark included in the series 
could never “successfully” represent/reflect the empty space of the 
inscription of marks. It is, however, this very failure as such which 
“constitutes’’ the space of inscription. The ‘‘place’’ of the inscription of 
marks is nothing but the void opened by the failure of the re-mark. In 
other words, there is no infrastructural space of the inscription of 
marks without the re-mark. Re-mark does not “represént’’/reflect 
some previously constituted infrastructural network — the very act of 
reflection as failed constitutes retroactively that which eludes it. 

To clear up this crucial problem, let us return again to Gasche. 
According to him, the “limits of speculative Aufhebung” consist in the 
fact that it . 


is incapable of accounting for the re-mark as such, not only because this 
infrastructure cannot be phenomenologized and experienced, but also 
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pecause at least one representation of it—thatis, at least one figure in which 
it disappears — is left unaccounted for. This last figure is ultimately the 
figure of Aufhebung itself.° 


2 r hat should arouse our suspicion is the use of the seemingly innocent 
Heure “not only . . . but also. . . ”; the enumeration of two reasons 
Why Aufhebung necessarily fails: on the one hand, the unattainable, 

r-elusive excess of the “infrastructure” which can never be fully 
rrored within the text; on the other, the unaccountable excess of the 
ry figure of Aufhebung which can never totalize itself. The paradox is 
t the relation between these two “excesses” supposed to escape the 
wement of reflection is in itself reflective. First, we have the excess of 
what escapes the reflective movement of Aufhebung, then we have the 
access of this very movement of Aufhebung — and we pass from Gasche 
#and Derrida) to Hegel the moment we realize that this ‘not only. . . 

mut also...” is superfluous; that the two excesses are nothing but two 
iepects of the same gesture; that instead of “not only. . . butalso. . . 

‘* there should be “videlicet” — that the unattainable excess of the 
infrastructure” constitutes itself by means of the Aufhebung as “unac- 
pountable”. The Hegelian “absolute reflection” is nothing but the 
. me for such a “reflective” relationship between these two excesses. 

dt is, so to speak, a redoubled reflection, the reflective re-marking of 
‘the very surplus that escapes reflection.*! 


# 
uf 


;. The contours of a possible Hegelian criticism of Derrida are thus 
jbeginning to take shape. What eludes Derrida is the “‘negative” kernel 
tof identity itself - the fact that identity as such is a “reflective 
(@etermination”, an inverted presentation of its opposite. Let us take 
the following proposition from Gasche: 


To the extent that [the] asemic space is represented by a proxy within, and 
in addition to, the series, it becomes metaphorically or metonymically 
transformed into a mark, that is, into precisely what it is supposed to make 
possible. ** 


The paradox of re-mark is therefore that its identity stands proxy for 
its own opposite (pure difference, the space between marks), that the 
One of the re-mark stands proxy for the blank of its own place of 
inscription, and so on. All that needs to be added is that this paradox, 
far from characterizing the additional identity of the re-mark, sup- 
plement to the identity of “ordinary” marks, defines identity as such. 
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The “identity” of an object consists in the feature which re-marks the 
asemic space of its inscription (the Lacanian “signifier without signi. 
fied”). In other words, every identity-with-itself is nothing but the 
“semic substitute{s] for the spaced-out semiopening that makes [it] 
possible’? — that is, the inverted representative of the space of its own 
condition of (im)possibility. Consequently, when Gasche Speaks 
about “one trope too many” added to the series of semic marks, what 
should be pointed out is that this “one foo many”’ is precisely the One as 
such; there is no One to which, subsequently, “one too many” would 
be added — the One is “originally” one-too-many, the signifier-One 
whose signified is Void.>4 

In a paradoxical way, Derrida remains prisoner of the — ultimately 

“commonsensical” — conception which aims at freeing heterogeneity 
from the constraints of identity; of a conception which is obliged to 
presuppose a constituted field of identity (the “metaphysics of pre- 
sence”) in order to be able to set to the unending work of its 
subversion. The Hegelian answer to this would be: we “deconstruct” 
identity by retroactively ascertaining how identity itself is a “‘reflective 
determination”, a form of appearance of its opposite ~ identity as such 
is the highest affirmation of difference: it is the very way differentia- 
lity, the space of differences “‘as such”’, inscribes-reflects itself within 
the field of differences (of the series of different determinations). 

This is a hard nut to crack even for those followers of Hegel who 
remain fascinated by the “power of the Negative”, by the wild dance 
of negativity which “liquefies” all positive, solid determinations. For 
them, the “ultimate secret” of dialectical speculation is still unap- 
proachable. The “standpoint of Understanding” — what Hegel calls 
“abstract ratiocination” — is bewitched by the eternal “flow of things” 
whereby every definite, solid form is doomed to death, whereby every 
fixed identity is just a passing moment of the all-embracing whirlpool 
of generation and corruption. What eludes this approach is not the 
“mediation” of all solid, fixed forms by the negative power of 
“liquefaction” but the immediate passage of this “liquefaction” into a 
poine of inert, fixed identity-with-itself, the way the State as the 
agency of rational “mediation” of society acquires full actuality, 
realizes itself, only in the inert, “irrational” immediacy of the 
monarch’s body, for example. For the “standpoint of Understand- 
ing”, this could only mean that the person of the monarch “symbol- 
izes”, “represents” the totality of the State — what it cannot grasp is 
that the monarch, in his very corporality, “is” the State ina way which 
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¢ from “metaphoric”. It cannot grasp how what the mona 
mbolizes” ~ “represents” — has no consistency outside this “‘repre- 


es cay 


Bie tain of the mirror 


Bually, the basic misunderstanding of Gasche’s book is ie ora 
# ed by its very title: the tain of the mirror, the part where t € re’ sa 
Le surface is scraped, so that we see the dark rear. Within Gasche’s 
me of argument, this tain of the mirror serves, of course, is a 
ie phor for the limit of (philosophical) reflection—mirroring. Re - 
fon — the mirroring of the subject in the object, the reappropriation 0 

he object by means of the subject recognizing in it itself, its own 
duct — encounters its limit in the “‘tain of the mirror”; in the points 
here, instead of returning to the viewer his own image, the mirror 
mfronts him with a meaningless dark spot. These dark spots are, of 
urse, simultaneously the condition of the possibility and the 
ganpossibility of mirroring. Precisely by limiting reflection, they 
reate the minimal distance between what is being mirrored and its 


ee 


\inirror-image, the distance which makes the very process of mirroring 
‘possible. — 
ao Gasche pays the price for the fact that —in a book which is 
ultimately dedicated to a criticism of the dialectical notion of reflection 
= he fails to elaborate the elementary structure of the Hegelian notion 
of reflection (positing, external, determining reflection). That is to 
may, the examination of this structure would immediately confront re 
swith the way Hegelian “absolute” reflection is in itself always-already 
redoubled, “mediated” by its own impossibility. Hegel knows per- 
‘fectly well that reflection always fails, that the subject always 
‘encounters in a mirror some dark spot, a point which does not becten 
-him his mirror-picture — in which he cannot “recognize himself . It 
is, however, precisely at this point of “absolute strangeness sas the 
subject (the subject of the signifier, %, not the imaginary ego, caught in 
the miror-relationship m — i(a)) is inscribed into the picture. The spot 
of the mirror-picture is thus strictly constitutive of the subject; the 
Subject qua subject of the look “is” only in so far as the mirror-picture 
he is looking at is inherently “incomplete — in so far, that is, as it 
contains a “pathological” stain — the subject is correlative to this stain. 
Therein ultimately consists the point of Lacan’s constant reference 
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to anamorphosis: Holbein’s Ambassadors exemplifies literally the 

Hegelian speculative proposition on phrenology “spirit (= subject) is 

a bone (= skull)”: the blind spot of the picture. In the reversal Proper 

to the process of reflection, the subject experiences itself as correlative 

to the point in his Other in which he comes across an absolutely 
strange power, a power with which no mirror-exchange is possible. In 
the Hegelian reading of the Terror of the French Revolution, for 
example, the subject must recognize, in the arbitrary power which can 
at any time cut off his head, a materialization of his own essence. The 
guillotine, this image of uncontrollable Otherness with which no 
identification seems possible, is nothing but the “objective correlate” 
of the abstract negativity that defines the subject. The passage of 

“external” into “absolute” reflection consists precisely in this redoub- 

ling of reflection. Reflection as symmetrical mirroring of the subject in 
objectivity fails, there is always some residue which resists integ-~ 
ration, and it is in this residue escaping the reflective grasp that the 
proper dimension of the subject is “reflected”. In other words, the 
subject is the tain of the mirror.> 

In Kafka’s apologue about the Door of the Law (from his Trial) the 
man from the country occupies, until the final dénouement, the 
position of “external reflection”. He is confronted with the transcen- 
dent image of the Palace of Law where, behind every door, there is 
another door hiding an unapproachable Secret, and whose representa- 
tive (the doorkeeper) treats him with utter indifference and contempt. 
The crucial reversal takes place when the doorkeeper explains to the 
dying man that the Door was meant only for him from the very 
beginning — in other words, the Law that the man from the country 
viewed with awed respect, assuming automatically that it did not even 
notice his presence, had regarded him from the very beginning; 
precisely as excluded, he was always-already taken into account. “Abso- 
lute reflection” is simply the name for this experience of how the 
subject, by means of his very failure to grasp the secret of the Other, is 
already inscribed in the Other’s “accountancy”, reflected into the 
Other: the experience of how his “external” reflection of the Other is 
already a “‘reflective determination” of the Other itself. 

Hegel’s often quoted and even more often misunderstood proposi- 
tion from the Introduction to Phenomenology of Spirit that it would be 
vain for the subject to try to grasp the Absolute if the Absolute were 
not and did not want to be in- and for-itself already with us, has to be 
comprehended against this background. By restating it as ‘‘the Abso- 
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sis always with us”, even Heidegger misses its crucial point. What 
igt stake here is not the notion that the Absolute is (always) with us, 
kasi Jess the notion that, by means of final synthesis — reconciliation - 
be with us, but the experience of how it always-already was with 
.. Our experience of the “‘loss”’, of the fissure between us (the subject) 
isd the Absolute, is the very way the Absolute is already with us. In 
Bis sense, the final assertion of the doorkeeper that from the very 
inning the Door was meant only for the man from the country is 
afka’s version of the Hegelian proposition that the Absolute was 
ays-already with us. The very appearance of the inaccessible 
cendence, of the Secret hidden beyond the endless series of 
ors, is an appearance “for the consciousness” —it is the way the Law 
dresses the subject. This is how we should grasp the passage of 


Anaccessible, transcendent Absolute makes sense only in so far as the 
ubject’s gaze is already here — in its very notion, the inaccessible 
Other implies a relation to its own other (the subject). The subject 
ido not “internalize”, “‘mediate”, the Being-in-itself of the Absolute; 


t simply takes cognizance of the fact that this In-itself is in-itself for the 


NotTEs 


__ 1. Such a paradoxical status of the Real qua construction could be exemplified by the 
‘mathematical notion of the “non-constructive proof”, elaborated by Michael Dum- 
° Mett apropos of intuitionism (see his Truth and Other Enigmas, Cambridge, MA: 
f Harvard University Press 1978). Dummett has in mind a procedure whereby we can 
Prove (construct) the existence of a certain mathematical entity (of a certain number, 
"for example), although we are not able to exhibit this entity (number) in its positive 
determination — statements of the type “it is hereby proven that a cardinal number must 
exist which is a multiple of. . . ” which are fully valid notwithstanding the fact that we 
will never be able to state precisely what this number is. 

The status of the Freudian—Lacanian Real (the traumatism of the primal parricide, for 
example) is exactly the same. We can deduce the fact of the parricide by means of a 
“non-constructive proof”; we can prove that the parricide must be presupposed for 
(subsequent) history to retain its consistency, although we will never be able to exhibit 
its empirical reality; and, incidentally, in his “A Child Is Being Beaten”, Freud 
describes in the same way the status of the middle term in the fantasy chain which runs 
from “father beats a child” to ‘‘a child is being beaten”; the scene “father is beating me” 
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is wholly inaccessible to the consciousness, but we must construct it to be able to 
account for the passage from the first to the third form. 

2. See Slavoj Zikek, Le plus sublime des hystériques - Hegel passe, Paris: Point-hors- 
ligne 1988, pp. 100-3. 

3. G.W.F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, Oxford: Oxford University Press 1977, 
pp. 331-2. 

4. For a more detailed elaboration of the notion of “in-between-two-deaths”, see 
Slavoj Ziiek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, London: Verso 1989, pp. 131-6. 

6. This paradoxical logic ofa moment when, before the formal act of decision, things 
are already decided, enables us perhaps to throw new light upon a typical Wagnerian 
scene to which Claude Lévi-Strauss has already drawn attention: the scene of the hero's 
inner peace, of his conciliation, harmony with the world, surrender to the flow of the 
world, just before the crucial ordeal. ‘There are three versions of this scene in Wagner's 
Operas: the idyil of the “murmur of the forest” before the struggle with the dragon in 
Act II of Siegfried; the sextet preceding the final singing contest in the Meistersinger von 
Nimberg; and the “enchantment of Good Friday” before Parsifal’s healing of Amfor- 
tas's wound in Parsifal. In all these cases, is not the inner peace before the crucial ordeal 
expressive of the presentiment that the decision has already been made, that the “silent 
weaving of the Spirit” has already done its work, and that what awaits us is a purely 
formal act proclaiming the outcome? The dimension of this scene of conciliation is 
especially delicate in Meistersinger, where it immediately follows the forceful burst of 
passion between Hans Sachs and the future bride of Walter von Stolzing. Suddenly and 
violently the truth emerges that the real libidinous tension radiates between the young 
girl and the fatherly figure of Hans, not between her and Walter, who is predestined to 
win the contest and marry her. The significance of the “sextet of conciliation” is thus 
overdetermined; beside Walter's calming influence in the face of the coming ordeal, it 
enacts the cathartic acknowledgement and, by means of the same gesture, renunciation 
of the “impossible” incestuous link between the girl and Hans. 

It would be extremely interesting to compare this Wagnerian repose of the hero 
before the ordeal with those moments in Raymond Chandler’s novels when, exhausted 
by his activity, Philip Marlowe disconnects from the frenetic run of things, lies down 
and takes a rest. Far from bringing about any kind of inner conciliation, these moments 
when Marlowe yields to the “flow of the world” mark the intrusion of “things” in 
their filth and corruption. When his vigilance slackens, Marlowe finds himself face to 
face with the nausea of existence. Through the luminescence of advertisements, 
through the stench of alcohol and garbage, through the intrusive noise of a big city, all 
the rot and decay from which he has tried to escape by means of activity return to strike 
him in the face. There is nothing calming or reassuring in these moments; the passive 
thought, confronted with the positivity of existence, is, on the contrary, pervaded by 
paranoia. Marlowe “thinks”, yet his thought is not a free-floating, calming reflection, 
but rather a sneaking crawling under the watchful eye of a cruel superego: “I thought, 
and thought in my mind moved with a kind of sluggish stealthiness, as if it was being 
watched by bitter and sadistic eyes” (Farewell, My Lovely). This would be, then, 
Marlowe’s cogito: I think, therefore an obscene, sadistic superego is watching me. 

6. The logic at work here is therefore the very opposite of the surplus of the Ideal 
Over its actual realization; of the “idealist” insistence that empirical reality can never 
fully correspond to its Notion. What we have here is, quite on the contrary, an (actual) 


THE WANTON IDENTITY 93 


t which, although it is not a member of the genus X, is “more X than X itself”. 
dialectic is often referred to in everyday expressions, as when we say ofa resolute 
gn that she is “more man than men themselves”, or ofa religious convert that he is 
» Catholic than the pope”, or of the legal plundering via stock exchange 
ions that it “outcrimes crime itself”. The above-mentioned relation of. Art and 
is to be grasped according to this logic: Religion is “more Art than Art itself 

the Notion of Art and hereby subverts it, transforms it into something else. 


Religion is an “example” of Art which is “more Art than Art itself” and thus 
plishes the passage into a new Notion. (See Chapter 3 below.) 


Jacques-Alain Miller, “Suture”, Cahiers pour l’Analyse 1, Paris 1967; and 
fatrice” (Matrix), Omicar? 4, Paris 1975. 
2. Gasche, p. 221. 
3. An interesting variation of this procedure is offered by the opening of Wagner s 
gold. The “motif” consists of the rhythmic repetition of a single note, as es 
ine ompaniment” contains a rich melodic texture. Such a reversal of the normal 
foportion creates an extreme tension discharged with the instantaneous passage into 
singing of the “‘Rhine maidens” whereby the hitherto ‘“‘accompaniment”’ takes on 
. of the main melody. 
ny Me the notion of “quilting point”, Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, 
don: Verso 1989, Chapter 3. 
5. Zizek, Le plus sublime des hystériques, Chapters 2 and 6. 
6. Gasche, p. 222 (emphasis added). 
“97. Ibid., pp. 290-91. 
48. Ibid., p. 291. ; ; 
“19. Note here the way Gasche, by a kind of structural necessity, entangles himself 7 
4& “contradiction”. In the quoted passage, the “illusion of a reflexive totalization 
Hequates to the effacement of the fact that re-mark itself is inscribed anew within the series 
(Of marks it is supposed to dominate, whereas sixty pages earlier (on p. 221) he qualifies 
ithe “metaphysical illusion of the self-present referent” by a reduction of re-mark to a 
“Mere semic function. We fall prey to metaphysical illusion as soon as we level re-mark 
with other marks; as soon as we efface its exceptional character, the fact that it is not just 
; another bearer of a semic function but represents the empty space of their inscription. 
‘20. Gasche, p. 221. bee 

21. G.W.F. Hegel, Philosophy of Right, Oxford: Oxford University Press 1967, pp. 

288-9, 

22. Ibid., p. 288. 

23. Ibid., p. 183. - 

24. G.W.F. Hegel, Naissance de la philosophie hégélienne d’état, Jacques Taminiaux, ed. 

Paris: Payot 1984, p. 268. 
25. be of the pee for the public success of Ronald Reagan’s presidency was that 
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what a lot of his critics mocked as his weaknesses — the obvious limits to what he was 
able to understand, and so on — were effectively positive conditions of his reign. Reagan 
was perceived precisely as somebody who reigned in a king-like fashion: making 
empty gestures, putting the dots on (other's) i’s, not really grasping what was going on 
- ++. So much for the idea that the logic of the Hegelian monarch is an eccentric 
witticism of no importance for today’s world. 

26. What is therefore crucial about the Hegelian monarch is that he cannot be reduced 
to a pure agency of nonsensical Master-Signifier: his status is simultaneously that of the 
Real. We should not be surprised, then, to find Hegel himself assigning the monarch a 
place in the series of the “answers of the Real”. In para. 279 of the Philosophy of Right, he 
deals with the difference between ancient aristocracy or democracy and moder 
monarchy: in aristocracy or democracy, the “moment of the final, self-determining 
decision of the will” is not yet explicitly posited as an “organic moment immanent to 
the State’; the pure performative point of decision, the “So be it!” which transforms an 
Opinion into a state’s decision, has not yet acquired the form of subjectivity; the power 
of a pure unambiguous decision is therefore delegated to: 


a fatum, determining affairs from without. As a moment of the Idea, this decision ha¢ io come 
into existence, though rooted in something outside the circle of human freedom with which 
the state is concerned. Herein lies the origin of the need for deriving the last word on great 
events and important affairs of state from oracles, a “divine sign” (in the case of Socrates), the 
entrails of animals, the feeding and flight of birds, etc. It was when men had not yet plumbed 
the depths of self-consciousness or risen out of their undifferentiated unity of substance to their 
independence that they lacked strength to look within their own being for the final word. 
(G.W.F. Hegel, Philosophy of Right, pp. 183-4) 


Oracles, entrails. . . so many names for an answer supposedly written in the Real itself 
— the status of the oracles is by definition that of a writing to be interpreted, to be 
integrated into our symbolic universe. The subjectivity of the monarch occupies this 
very place of the “answers of the Real”: instead of looking for the “final word” 
(the Master-Signifier) in a writing contained within the Real itself (entrails, feeding of 
birds . . . ) it is the person of the monarch who assumes the act of transforming the 
opinion of his ministers into a state’s decision. 

27. Hegel, Philosophy of Right, p. 182. 

28. The paradox of Lacan is that, although in his explicit statements he also 
subscribes to what later became the “deconstructivist” argumentation against Hegel 
(the-“there-is-always-a-remainder-that-resists-Aufhebung"’-story), his actual theoreti- 
cal work goes against it and is Hegelian precisely where he himself does not know it. 
The effect of it is that Lacan often “refutes” Hegel by means of an argument which is 
itself deeply Hegelian, as, for example, in this passage from Ecrits: 


Certainly there is in all chis what is called a bone. Though it is precisely what is suggested here. 
namely, that it is structural of the subject, it constitutes in it essentially that margin that all 
thought has avoided, skipped over, circumvented, or blocked whenever it seems to succeed in 


being sustained by a circle, whether that circle be dialectical or mathematical. Qacques Lacan, 
Earits: A Selection, London: Tavistock 1977, p. 318) 


How can one not recognize in this “bone” which is structural of the subject precisely in 
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gsit resists symbolization (dialectical mediation) an allusion to the Hegelian thesis 
Wie Spirit is a bone”? $ 

tag. It is for this reason that, in Hegel’s Logic, identity appears as the first determina- 
f-reflection” {Reflexionsbestimmung]. Identity of an object with itself is the point 
“which, within the series of its predicates-determinations, this object encounters 
Keself”, the empty place of its inscription; in the shape of “identity”, this empty place 
ES eeflected” into the object itself. The structure of identity-with- itself is therefore 
hoc ly that of the re-mark: identity “represents” the place of inscription of all 
ledicates and thus re-marks them, Let us take the case of the tautology “‘law is law”: 


1. In psychoanalytic theory, this paradox assumes the shape of the relationship 
ween the Unconscious qua repressed and its “returns” in symptoms. Against the 
conception according to which symptoms “reflect” in a fragmentary, distorted 
fay the previously given unconscious “infrastructure”, we should follow Lacan and 
wert that repression and the return of the repressed are two sides of the same process. The 
ssed” content constitutes itself retroactively, by means of its failed/distorted 
earn in symptoms, in these “unaccounted for’’ excesses: there is no Unconscious 
wtside its “returns”. 


y, 34. This was perfectly clear to Hegel — one has only to examine the way he articulates 
ighe passage of being-for-another into being-for-itself apropos of the German idiom 
Was fiir ein Ding ist das?” (What for a/one thing is this?). See Chapter I above. 

‘a 35. At this point, the difference between the Derridean and Lacanian notions of the 
igabject emerges forcefully. With Derrida, as with Lacan, the identity of the subject ~ 
‘the process leading to it (identification, interpellation, “recognizing oneself as subject”) 
is always truncated, failed, the subject’s condition of possibility is simultaneously the 
‘ondition of its impossibility: to constitute itself, the subject must deliver itself to the 
‘play of auto-affection, self-deferral: that is, the very gesture that constitutes it damages 
dt irreparably. 

. With Lacan, however, it is not enough to say that the subject's identity is always, 
‘Gonstitutively, truncated, dispersed because of the intrusion of an irreducible outside. 
The point is rather that the “subject” is nothing but the name for this “mutilation” » for 
‘this impossibility of the “substance” to realize itself fully, to achieve its full identity~ 
‘With-itself. And in Lacanian theory, this irreducible outside, this foreign body, this 
intruder that prevents the full constitution of the subject and to which subject is strictly 
correlative, has a precise name: object [objet petit a]. In its very ontological {non)status, 
the subject is the negative of the strange body which prevents substance from achieving 
identity with itself. It 1s of course no accident that this difference between Derrida and 
Lacan can be articulated by means of a Hegelian figure of reflective inversion: the 
inversion of “mutilated subject” into “subject qua mutilation”. As to this crucial 
difference between ‘“‘deconstructive” and Lacanian notions of the subject, see Joan 
Copjec, “The Orthopsychic Subject”, October 49, Cambridge: MIT 1989. 


PART II 


Dialectics and its 
Discontents 
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Hegelian Llanguage 
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I Wiru AN Eye TO Our GAZE 


bw to do a totality with failures 


Jay’s “‘post-modern” thought seems to be dominated by the alter- 
ive of dialectical totalization and dissemination: is it possible to 
diate” the heterogeneous elements that we encounter in our 
perience, to posit them as ideal moments of a rational totality, or are 
¥é condemned to an interplay of fragments that can never be tota- 
1d? The way one raises this question is of course far from neutral, 

it clearly gives predominance to the second term of the alterna- 
: following the post-modern pop-ideological topic on “the end of 
stories”, it silently assumes that every attempt at rational totaliza- 
is in advance doomed to failure, that there is always some leftover 
Pat cludes the totalizing scizure, and so on. 

The problem with this alternative, however, is not in the advance 
Phoice it implies but in the fact that it falsifies the choice by crucially 
: isrepresenting the authentic Hegelian notion of a rational totality. 

Ratgel knows very well that every attempt at rational totalization 
Ritimately fails, this failure is the very impetus of the “dialectical 
progress”; ; his “wager” is located on another level — it concerns, so to 
Speak, the ‘‘squared totalization”: the possibility of “making a sys- 
tem” out of the very series of failed totalizations, to enchain them in a 
Fational way, to discern the strange “logic” that regulates the process 
by means of which the breakdown of a totalization itself begets 
another totalization. What is Phenomenology of Spirit ultimately if not 
the presentation of a series of aborted attempts by the subject to define 
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the Absolute and thus arrive at the longed-for synchronism of subj 
and object? This is why its final outcome (“‘absolute knowledge’) d i 
not bring about a finally found harmony but rather entails a ed of 
reflective inversion: it confronts the subject with the fact that the t “ 
Absolute is nothing but the logical disposition of its previous failed attem ee 
conceive the Absolute — that is, with the vertiginous etoile : 
Truth itself coincides with the path towards Truth. 7‘ 
Similar misunderstandings are usually aroused by the Marxist 
notion of the class struggle. True, class struggle is the “‘totalizing” 
moment of society, its structuring principle; this, however, does if 
mean that it is a kind of ultimate guarantee authorizing us to gras 
society as a rational totality (“the ultimate meaning of every soil 
Phenomenon is determined by its position within the class struggle”): 
the ultimate paradox of the notion of “class struggle” is that society i 
held together” by the very antagonism, split, that forever prevents 
its closure in a harmonious, transparent, rational Whole — by the ve 
impediment that undermines every rational totalization. Although 
class struggle” is nowhere directly given as a positive entity, it ahs 
the less functions, in its very absence, as the point of reference euablin 
us to locate every social phenomenon not by relating it to ee 
struggle as its ultimate meaning (“transcendental signified”) but by 
conceiving it as an(other) attempt to conceal and “patch up” the rift of 
the class struggle, to efface its traces - what we have here is the typical 
iD Srseae ies paradox of an effect which exists only in Rie to 
: bee . ie of its existence; of an effect which in a way “‘resists”’ its 
, In other words, class struggle is real in the strict Lacanian sense: a 
hitch”, an impediment which gives rise to ever-new symbolizations 
by means of which one endeavours to integrate and domesticate it (the 
translation of the class struggle into the organic articulation of the 
members” of the “social body”, for example), but which simulta- 
neously condemns these endeavours to ultimate failure. Class struggle 
is therefore, if one refers to the Hegelian Opposition of Subesnce aad 
Subject, the Subject (not the Substance) of history; Substance is the 
Universal qua positive space of mediation of its particular content, the 
receptacle containing all its particular wealth, whereas the subject is 
the Universal in so far as it entertains a negative relationship ares its 
Particular content: the unfathomable limit that forever eludes its par- 
ticular effects. In short, the Marxist version of the Hegelian motto fe 
the Absolute is to be conceived not only as Substance but also as 
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is that history is to be conceived not only as the progression of 
be: “economic basis” (the dialectic of productive forces and the 
Betionship of production) but also as class struggle.’ 
hThis kernel of the Real encircled by failed attempts to symbolize— 
ralize it is radically non-historical: history itself is nothing but a 
sion of failed attempts to grasp, conceive, specify this strange 
jenel. This is why, far from rejecting the reproach that psychoanaly- 
sis non-historical, one has to acknowledge it fully and thus simply 
form it from a reproach into a positive theoretical proposition. 
Fherein consists the difference between hysteria and psychosis: hys- 
Wia/history is more than a trivial word game — hysteria is the subject’s 
pay of resisting the prevailing, historically specified form of interpel- 
Btion or symbolic indentification. 
E Hysteria means failed interpellation, it means that the subject in the 
ame of that which is “in him more than himself” — the object in 
self — refuses the mandate which is conferred on him in the 
ry bolic universe; as such, it falls conditional with the dominant form 
i symbolic identification — that is, it is its reverse; while psychosis, the 
fraintenance of an externa! distance from the symbolic order, 1s 
nhistorical” — that is, on the level of psychosis it is not difficult for us 
KY pose equality between psychotic outbursts reported in classical 
jources, and contemporary clinical cases. The act qua “psychotic” in 
. is sense is ahistorical. However, an ahistoric kernel of the Real is 
present also in history/hysteria: the ultimate mistake of historicism in 
Which all historical content is “relativized”, made dependent on 
Phistorical circumstances’, — that is to say, of historicism as opposed 
io historicity — is that it evades the encounter with the Real. 
k Let us take the usual attitude of the university discourse towards the 
great “Masters of Thought” of our century — towards Heidegger, 
§owards Lacan: its first compulsion is to carry out an arrangement of 
their theoretical edifices into “phases”: Heidegger I (Being and Time) in 
gontrast to Heidegger II (‘thought of Being”); phenomenologically 
Hegelian Lacan of the 1950s, then structuralist Lacan, then the Lacan 
of the “logic of the Real”. In such an arrangement there is of course 
some pacifying effect, the thought is rendered transparent, properly 
classified . . . but we have nevertheless lost something with such a 
disposition into “phases”: we have actually lost what is crucial, the 
encounter with the Real. We have lost (with Heidegger) the fact that 
Heidegger's various phases are only so many attempts to grasp, to 
indicate, to “encircle”, the same kernel, the “Thing of thought” which 
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he constantly tackles, dodges and returns to.” The paradox is thus that 
historicity differs from historicism by the way it presupposes some 
traumatic kernel which endures as “the same”, non-historical; and so 
various historical epochs are conceived as failed attempts to capture 
this kernel. 

The trouble with the alleged “‘Eurocentricity” of psychoanalysis is 
homologous. Today it is a commonplace to draw attention to the way 
Freud’s myth in Totem and Taboo is based on the Eurocentric anthropo- 
logy of his time: the anthropologies on which Freud relied were 
“unhistorical” projections of the modern patriarchal family and 
society into primeval times — it was only on this basis that Freud could 
construct the myth of the “primeval father”. A breakthrough was 
only later achieved with Malinowski, Mead, and others who demon- 
strated how sexual life in primitive societies was organized in a 
completely different way, how we cannot therefore talk about an 
“Oedipus complex”, how inhibition and anxiety were not associated 
with sexuality. Things thus appear clear, we know where we are, 
where the “primitives” are; we have not reduced the Other, we have 
preserved its diversity . . . nevertheless such historicizing is false: in 
the simple distinction between our own and past societies we avoid 
calling into question our own position, the place from which we 
ourselves speak. 

The fascinating “diversity” of the Other functions as a fetish by 
means of which we are able to preserve the unproblematic identity of 
our subjective position: although we pretend to “historically relati- 
vize”’ our position, we actually conceal its split; we deceive ourselves 
as to how this position is already “decentred from within”. What 
Freud called the “Oedipus complex” is such an “unhistorical” trauma- 
tic kernel (the trauma of prohibition on which the social order is based) 
and the miscellaneous historical regulations of sexuality and society 
are none other than so many ways (in the final analysis always 
unsuccessful) of mastering this traumatic kernel. To ‘‘understand the 
Other” means to pacify it, to prevent the meeting with the Other from 
becoming a meeting with the Real that undermines our own position. 
We come across the Real as that which “always returns to its place” 
when we identify with the Real in the Other — that is to say: when we 
recognize in the deadlock, hindrance, because of which the Other 
failed, our own hindrance, that which is “in us more than ourselves”.” 

Much more subversive than “‘entering the spirit of the past” is thus 
in contrast the procedure by which we consciously treat it “anti- 
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Mtorically”, “reduce the past to the present”. Brecht made use of this 
lbcedure in The Affairs of Mr Julius Caesar, where Caesar’s rise to 
by er is presented in twentieth-century capitalist terms: Caesar is 
mncerned with stock market movements and speculation with capi- 
he organizes Fascist-style “spontaneous” demonstrations of the 
Bienipenproletariat, and so on. Such a procedure could be brought to 
Bitf-reference when the contemporary image of the past is projected 
fo the past. So, today, pre-Socratic times are known only in 
fegments which have survived a turbulent history; we thus inadver- 


énts” but long, verbose philosophical poems. So it would really be 
fine kind of subversive philosophical humour if we were to represent 
raclitus, let us say, as saying: “I can’t write any good fragments 


f eductionist”, “unhistorical’’ procedure, Adorno’s and Hork- 
wimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment* reads The Odyssey retroactively, 
m the experience of contemporary technical-instrumental reason: 
course, such a procedure is “‘unhistorical’’; however, precisely 
‘ough the feeling of the absurd which it awakens in us, it opens 
Betual historical distance to us (just as with Hegel’s claim “the Spirit is 
® bone”, where the real effect of the absurd contradiction is the discord 
at it awakens in the reader). , 


e speculative (lack of) identity 


#t is against this background that one has to grasp the fundamental 
Waradox of the speculative identity as it was recently restated by Gillian 
Hose: in the dialectical judgement of identity, the mark of identity 
etween its subject and predicate designates only and precisely the 
Specific modality of their lack of identity. Let us recall the case evoked 
by Rose herself: that of the ultimate identity of religion and State, the 
‘Hegelian proposition that “In general religion and the foundation of 
the State is one and the same thing; they are identical in and for 
themselves.” If we read this thesis in a non-speculative way, as a 
description of the factual state of things, it can of course easily be 
“tefuted’’: it applies only to theocracies, and even there not without 
Testraints, and so on. A way to save its legitimacy would be, of course, 
to read it as a statement that concerns not facts but values; as a 
Statement about the Ought [Sollen]: the ideal, perfect state would be a 
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state founded in religion, and existing states can approach this Id 
only to a greater or lesser degree... S 
Yet Hegel’s point lies elsewhere; let us take a particular state — th 

medieval European feudal state, for example. Although ditedaty 
founded on religion, this state was of course far from ideal; in it oe 
Christian content was cruelly perverted, it found expression fs a 
distorted way; the ultimate ground for this deficiency is not, however 
to be sought in the external social circumstances which prevented the 
adequate and full realization of the Christian values within state 
Institutions but in the insufficiently articulated notion of Christian 
religion itself, in the Church’s lifeless asceticism, its obsession with the 
religious Beyond, and its necessary reverse: the depravity of the 
Church as social institution (according to Hegel, it was only with 
Protestantism that the Christian religion arrived at its truth). The 
deficiency is thus redoubled, “reflected-into-itself”’: the inadequacy of 
the actual state to the Christian religion qua its foundation corresponds 
to and has its ground in the inadequacy of the Christian religion itself 
to 1ts own Notion. Therein consists the speculative identity of State 
and religion: in the overlap of the two lacks, in the co-dependence 
between the deficiency of the State (its lack of identity with religion) 
and the inherent deficiency of the determinate form of religion to 
which this State refers as its foundation ~ State and religion are thus 
identical per negationem; their identity consists in the correlation of 
their lack of identity with the inherent lack (deficiency) of the central 
term that grounds their relationship (religion). 

In other words, Hegel fully accepts the underlying premiss of the 
Kantian—Fichteian logic of Sollen, the fact that the identity of State and 
religion is always realized in an incomplete, distorted way, that the 
relationship of the universal Idea to its particular actualizations is a 
negative one; what this logic of Sollen — of the infinite approach to the 
ultimately unattainable Ideal — overlooks, however, is that the very 
series of failed attempts to embody religion in the constitution of the State 
presents the actuality of their speculative identity ~ the “‘concrete content” 
of this identity is the logic which “regulates” their lack of identity; the 
conceptual constraint that links the gap separating the State fron its 
religious foundation to the inherent deficiency of this foundation 
itself.® 

The supreme case of such a “negative” relationship between the 
Universal and its particular exemplifications is of course the Oedipal 
parricide, this paradigm of the crime, this crime kat’ exochen, this act of 
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h every human being is guilty as a being-of-language, since we 
ble to speak only under the aegis of the paternal metaphor — of the 
j.(murdered) father who returms as his Name. Lacan’s version of 
ogito is accordingly “I’m guilty, therefore I am” — the very 
ptence of man qua being-of-language implies a fundamental guilt, 
he so-called “Oedipus complex” is nothing but a way to avoid 
guilt. The fact that, as Lacan put it, Oedipus himself had no 
pus complex means precisely that he went to the extreme, to the 
Qaost limit of human destiny, and fully assumed his guilt. The 
Hationship of particular, ‘‘actual” crimes to this Crime par excellence is 
ically ambiguous: by means of assuming responsibility for a par- 
Balar crime, the subject endeavours to blot out the guilt that stains his 
existence. 
€ notorious “‘sentiment of guilt” is therefore nothing but a 
tagem to deceive the big Other, to divert its attention from the real 
e’ ~ therein consists the negative relationship between the 
iversal and the Particular: the particular crime is here in order to 
ceal the Universality of Crime kat’ exochen; there is a dialectical 
Bnsion between the Universal and the Particular, the Particular dis- 
fvows and subverts the Universal whose exemplification it is. As to 
¢ status of the Universal, Lacan is therefore not a nominalist but 
nitely a realist - Universal is ‘‘rea]’’: not the pacifying medium that 
tes diverging particularities but the unfathomable limit that pre- 
nts the Particular from achieving identity with itself. And it is 
cisely in the light of this paradox that it becomes manifest how 
everything turns on grasping and expressing the True, not only as 
bstance, but equally as Subject’: the entire “content” of the Substance 
fonsists in the series of failed, distorted ways the Substance (mis)recognizes 
patself. 
© The best remedy against the misapprehension of the Hegelian thesis 
“On Substance as Subject is to rely on the everyday, commonsensical 
“notion of the “subjective’’, as when we say of some opinion that it 
i€epresents a “subjective” (distorted, partial) view of the Thing in 
“question: ‘Substance as Subject”’ means (also) that non-truth, error, is 
inherent to Truth itself ~ to resume Rose’s perspicacious formula, that 
Substance “is untrue as Subject”. This is, again, what the speculative 
identity of Substance and Subject means: their very lack of identity - 
that is to say, the way their non-identity (the gap separating the 
Subject from ‘the Substance) is strictly correlative to the inherent non- 
identity, split of the Substance itself. What better way to exemplify 


. a 
q 


be 


106 FOR THEY KNOW NOT WHAT THEY DO 


this speculative (non)identity of Substance and Subj 

again to Kafka’s parable on the Door of the Law co TH iY a 
Position of the “man from the country” (Subject) who finds hi ties 
impotent and null in front of the impenetrable Palace of Law ea 
stance)? It is as if the following passage from Hegel’s Pieioneasls 
was written as a kind of comment avant la lettre on Kafka’s mene 


The disparity which exists in consciousness between the “I” and th 
Substance which is its object is the distinction between them, the ne ce in 
general 7 This can be regarded as the defect of both, though it ic their soul ee 
that which moves them. . . . Now, although this negative appears at first 
as a disparity between the “I” and its object, it is just as much the disparit 
of the Substance with itself. Thus what seems to happen outside of a to . 


an activity directed against it, is really i i 
a : 'y its own doing, and Substa 
itself to be essentially Subject.” aoa: 


What the “man from the country”, in his bewilderment at the 
horrifying and magnificent Palace of the Law, fails to notice is that his 
externality to the Substance, the disparity between him and the 
Substance, is always-already the -“‘disparity of the Substance with 
itself”: his gaze which perceives the Substance (the Palace of Law) 
from outside, as the unattainable, transcendent Mystery, is simulta- 
neously the gaze by means of which the Substance perceives itself, 
appears to itself, as an unfathomable Mystery (how can we not fecal 
here Hegel’s dictum that the secrets of the Egyptians were secrets for 
the Egyptians themselves?). In other words, the doorkeeper’s final 
word to the dying man from the country (“ ... this door was 
intended only for you”) is nothing but Kafka’s paraphrase of the 
Hegelian speculative identity of Substance and Subject: the external 
gaze of the Subject upon the inscrutable Substance is from the very 
beginning included in the Substance itself as an index of its disparity 
with itself. This is what escapes the position of “external reflection” 
(the position which perceives the Substance as an unattainable Thing- 
in-itself): how its externality to the Substance is a self-alienation of this 
Substance itself; the way Substance is external to itself. 
To explain this paradoxical “short circuit” between externality and 
internal self-relationship, let us bring to mind a (falsely) ee dee 
case, that of the “atomized” bourgeois subject who experiences 
himself as an abstract, isolated individual and views Society as a 
foreign, impenetrable Entity that rules his life like an all-powerful 
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Nay: what he overlooks is that his externality to Society is a product 
s very Society — an index of how Society is in itself splintered, 
Boned to a network of abstract individuals “held together” by an 
mal, mechanical coercion, not yet Society consistent with its 
a living community of individuals to whom their social bond 
Ss not appear as a foreign coercion but as part of their innermost 
Bure”, opening up the field of the actualization of their most 
Emate potentials. In short, the surplus of Society over the individual 
Ricic y as unattainable, mysterious Thing-in-itself) is nothing but 
iB inverted form of appearance of its lack, of the fact that Society itself 
i not yet correspond to its notion, but remains an external “‘mecha- 
y” network linking individuals. The “transcendent” character of 
: Substance, its surplus eluding the Subject’s grasp, results from a 
fad of illusion of perspective: from the Subject’s forgetting to include 
own gaze in the picture. 
Bet us recall the enigmatic Sarah from John Fowles’s The French 
feutenant’s Woman, this social outcast stigmatized by her sinful past, 
hho fully enjoys her suffering. It is not sufficient to say that her 
ma fascinates the novel’s male hero; what one has to do is to 
mplish a decisive step further and ascertain that her enigma is 
ged in order to fascinate the hero’s gaze. A similar strategy must be 
opted apropos of Kafka’s enigmatic and horrifying agency of Power 
Bhe Court, the Castle): its entire spectacle is staged in order to 
Macinate the gaze of those who endeavour in vain to penetrate its 
tystery ~— the horrifying and imposing edifice of Power, totally 
Pidifferent towards the miserable individual, feigns this indifference in 
Brder to attract his gaze. In so far as Sarah is a hysteric who builds up her 
pantasy of ‘the “French lieutenant” so that her desire is sustained as 
satisfied, she stages her hysterical theatre to attract the gaze of the 
tanders: taking a lone walk in a state of oblivious trance on the Cob 
i stormy weather — and reckoning upon the fact that her lone trance 
‘will be noticed. 
© Now we can perhaps understand why, for Lacan, Hegel is “the 
‘most sublime of all hysterics”: the elementary dialectical inversion 
Consists precisely in such a reversal of transcendence into immanence 
‘that characterizes hysterical theatre - the mystery of an enigmatic 
apparition is to be sought not beyond its appearance but in the very 
4ppearance of mystery. This paradox is best expressed in the French 
phrase “‘il me regarde en me donnant a voir le tableau” (he looks at me by 
Offering the picture to my view). The ambiguity of the French verb 
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regarder (concern; look at) is crucial here: it is precisely by offering to 
my view the picture of the horrifying and unattainable Mystery (of the 
Court, of the Castle, of the Woman, and so on) which does not trouble 
about me — where, to refer again to a French expression, “je n’y suis 
pour rien” (I'm nothing in it) — that the Thing, the Substance, concerns 
me, takes my gaze into account: the entire spectacle of Mystery is 
staged for-this ‘‘nothing” of the Subject’s gaze. 

There is a well-known true story about an anthropological expedi- 
tion trying to contact a wild tribe in the New Zealand jungle who 
allegedly danced a terrible war dance in grotesque masks; when they 
reached this tribe, they begged them to dance it for them, and the 
dance did in fact match the description; so the explorers obtained the 
desired material about the strange, terrible customs of the aborigines. 
However, shortly afterwards, it was shown that this wild dance did 
not itself exist at all: the aborigines had only tried to meet the wishes of 
the explorers, in their discussions with them they had discovered what 
they wanted and had reproduced it for them. . . . This is what Lacan 
means when he says that the subject’s desire is the desire of the Other: 
the explorers received back from the aborigines their own desire; the 
perverse strangeness which seemed to them uncannily terrible was 
staged for their benefit. The same paradox is nicely satirized in Tor 
Secret (Zucker, Abrahams and Abrahams, 1978), a comedy about 
Western tourists in (now the former) GDR: at the railway station at 
the border, they see a terrible sight through the window: brutal police, 
dogs, beaten children. However, when the inspection is over, the 
entire Customs post shifts, the beaten children get up and brush the 
dust from themselves — in short, the whole display of “Communist 
brutality” was laid on for Western eyes. 

The Kafkaesque illusion of an all-powerful Thing paying no atten- 
tion to us, indifferent to our gaze, is the inverse-symmetrical counter- 
point to the illusion that defines the ideological interpellation - 
namely, the illusion that the Other always-already looks at us, 
addresses us. When we recognize ourselves as interpellated, as the 
addressees of an ideological call, we misrecognize the radical con- 
tingency of finding ourselves at the place of interpellation; we fail to 
notice how our “spontaneous” perception that the Other (God, 
Nation, and so on) has chosen us as its addressee results from the 
retroactive inversion of contingency into necessity: we do not recog- 
nize ourselves in the ideological call because we were chosen; on the 
contrary, we perceive ourselves as chosen, as the addressee of a call, 
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Beause we recognized ourselves in it — the contingent act of recognition 
Mnenders retroactively its own necessity (the same illusion as that of the 
Mader of a horoscope who “recognizes” himself as its addressee by 
tking contingent coincidences of the obscure predictions with his 
al life as proof that the horoscope “speaks about him”). The 
Rafkaesque illusion, on the other hand, is far more cunning: while we 
Merceive ourselves as external bystanders stealing a furtive glance into 
majestic Mystery indifferent to us, we are blinded to the fact that 
entire spectacle of Mystery is staged with an eye to our gaze; to 
ract and fascinate our gaze — here, the Other deceives us in so far as it 
duces us to believe that we were not chosen; here, it is the true 
jdressee himself who mistakes his position for that of an accidental 
1 

p What the two illusions have in common is that in both cases, the 
Subject fails to notice how he himself posits the Other: by means of the 
ery act of recognizing myself as the addressee of the ideological call, I 
Spresup) posit the Other as the agency which confers meaning upon the 
kb tingency of the Real; by means of the very act of perceiving myself 
$s the impotent, negligible, insignificant witness of the spectacle of the 
Kther, I constitute its mysterious, transcendent character. The psy- 
thoanalytic intersubjective relationship exhibits this aspect, passed 
iver in silence by the Althusserian theory of interpellation, in its pure, 
§o to speak distilled form: in the act of transference, the analysand 
Apresup)posits the Other (the analyst) as “the subject supposed to 
know” — as a guarantee that his contingent “free associations” will 
hiltimately receive meaning; and the function of the analyst's ‘“‘pass- 
Avity” and “‘neutrality” is precisely to frustrate the analysand’s demand 
for an interpellation, namely his expectation that the analyst will offer 
him a point of symbolic identification — in this way, the analyst forces 
ithe analysand to confront his own act of presupposing the Other. 


i 


language and its limit 


‘This negative relationship between the Universal and the Particular 
also offers a clue to the Hegelian distinction between boundary and 
limit: boundary is the external limitation of an object, its qualitative 
confines which confer upon it its identity (an object is “itself” only 
within these confines, in so far as it fulfils a set of qualitative condi- 
tions); whereas limit results from a “reflection-into-itself” of the 
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boundary: it emerges when the determinatedness which defines th 
identity of an object is reflected into this object itself and assumes i 
shape of its own unattainable limit, of what the object can never fally 
become, of what it can only approach into (bad) infinity — in pred 
words, limit is what the object ought to (although it never actually a 
become. In the course of the dialectical progression, every boundar 
proves itself a limit: apropos of every identity, we are sooner or a 
bound to experience how its condition of possibility (the boundar 
that delimits its conditions) is simultaneously its condition is 
impossibility. 

National identification is an exemplary case of how an external 
border is reflected into an internal limit. Of course, the first ste 
towards the identity of the nation is defined through differences ees 
other nations, via an external border: if I identify myself as an 
Englishman, I distinguish myself from the French, Germans, Scots 
Irish, and so on. However, in the next stage, the question is raised of 
who among the English are “the real English”, the paradigm of 
Englishness; who are the Englishmen who correspond in full to the 
notion of English? Are they the remaining landed gentry? Factory 
workers? Bankers? Actually, in the political imagery of Thatcher’s 
government, a revolution has taken place, with a shift in the centre of 
gravity of “‘the real Englishness”: it is no longer the landed gentry who 
preserve the old traditions, but self-made men from the lower strata 
who have “made themselves” English. However, the final answer is of 
course that nobody is fully English, that every empirical Englishman 
contains something “non-English” ~ Englishness thus becomes an 

‘internal limit”, an unattainable point which prevents empirical Eng- 
lishmen from achieving full identity-with-themselves. 

On another level, the same dyad can serve as a conceptual tool to 
define the break between traditional and modern art. The traditional 
work of art presents a well-rounded organic Whole upon which 
harmony is bestowed by means of the boundary separating it from its 
Outside; whereas modernism, so to speak, internalizes this external 
boundary which thereby starts to function as limit, as the internal 
impediment to its identity: the work of art can no longer attain its 
organic roundness, “fully become itself”; it bears an indelible mark of 
failure and the Ought [Sollen}] - and thereby its inherent ethical 
character. Already with Mallarmé, his entire writing is nothing but a 
series of failed attempts to produce “the Book”; this constitutive 
failure is what justifies the definition of modern art as “experimental”. 
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igntrary to the prevailing doxa which conceives the advent of 
der art as a break out of the Oedipal confines of the paternal 
phor, one has to recognize its fundamental feature in the emer- 
Bence of the ethical agency of an irreparable symbolic debt which 


The Lacanian notion of Hanguage {lalangue]'' concerns the field of 
iguage in so far as it is “barred”’ by just such an inherent limit which 
events it from constituting itself as a consistent Whole. That is to 
bay: “language” is language in so far as its external boundary that 
Byarantees its identity-with-itself is reflected-into-it and assumes the 
Bape of an inherent impediment that transforms its field into an 
in sonsistent, ‘‘non-all” totality. Lacan’s crucial point is, of course, that 
logical sequence of it has to be reversed: language is logically 
rimordial”, and the way to make out of its inconsistent, non- 
iversal field a closed and coherent totality is to “evict”, to exclude its 
rent limit into an external boundary. To evoke the well-known 
fronic phrase, one has to speak of “all things possible and some others 
dpesides”’: of what has to be excluded so that the field of “all things 
possible” can constitute itself. In other words, every Whole is founded 
iin a constitutive Exception: what we can never obtain is a complete 
thet of signifiers without exception, since the very gesture of comple- 
ifion entails exclusion. 

(Therein consists the fundamental paradox of the “logic of the 
ignifier”: from a non-all, non-universal collection, we constitute a 
otality not by adding something to it but on the contrary by 


Hs is 
tiubtracting something from it, namely the excessive “besides” the 


‘exclusion of which opens up the totality of “all things possible”. A 
totality without exception serving as its boundary remains an incon- 
'aistent, flawed set which “doesn’t hold together”, a “‘non-all” [pas- 
tout) set. Take Truth, for example: it can be said to be “all” only in so 
‘far as it is conceived as adequatio to an external object-boundary 
‘(“reality”, “pure thought”, and so on) — to purport that Truth is “‘non- 
all” equals saying that it does not consist in an external relationship of 
the proposition to some external measure but that it dwells within 
language itself; that it is an immanent effect of the signifier. 
If, therefore, there is no (external) boundary to language, this very 
absence of boundary is a token of the circular movement that charac- 
terizes the field of llanguage: since the signifier lacks an external 


Support, it ultimately relates only to itself. Therein consists the 
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difference between the “arbitrariness” (of the sign) and the “‘diffe 
tiality”’ (of the signifier): we have to do with “arbitrariness” in so fat z 
we can trace an external boundary with reference to which signs os 
arbitrary” (“reality”, “pure thought”, “immediate sense-data”, 4 
so on); when this boundary disappears, when it can no longer b 
constructed, we find ourselves in the vicious circle that defines : 
differential order. A signifier is only its difference towards ohcs 
signifiers, and since the same goes for all others, they can never form : 
consistent Whole — the signifying set is doomed to turn in a circle 
striving in vain to attain — what? Itself as pure difference. The inaccess-. 
ible for 11s not — as in the case of a sign — the “external reality” but the 
pure signifier itself, the difference separating and thus constitutin 
signifiers, their inter-diction. The boundary of the sign is the “thin ” 
the limit of the signifier is the “pure” signifier itself. ! as 
And the Real — where is it in this circular movement of llanguage? 
Here the distinction between reality and the Real can be brought into 
use: reality, as we have just seen, serves as the external boundary 
which enables us to totalize language, to make out of it a close and 
coherent system, whereas the Real is its inherent limit, the unfathom- 
able fold which Prevents it from achieving its identity with itself. 
Therein consists the fundamental paradox of the relation between the 
Symbolic and the Real: the bar which separates them is strictly internal 
to the Symbolic, since it prevents the Symbolic from “becoming itself” 
The problem for the signifier is not its impossibility to touch the Real 
but its impossibility to “attain itself” — what the signifier lacks is not 
the extra-linguistic object but the Signifier itself, a non-barred, non- 
hindered One. Or, to put it in Hegelese: the signifier does not simply 
miss the object, it always-already “goes wrong” in relation to itself, and 
the object inscribes itself in the blank opened by this failure. The very 
Positivity of the object is nothing but a positivization, an incarnation 
of the bar which prevents the signifier from fully “becoming itself 
This is what Lacan means when he says that “Woman doesn’t exist”: 
Woman qua object is nothing but the materialization of a certain bar in 
the symbolic universe — witness Don Giovanni. 


The squabble about All 


The figure of Don Giovanni (in Mozart’s opera, of course) is usually 
conceived as the embodiment of the wild, demonic lust which over- 
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ihelms every obstacle, undermines every social convention including 
Ke bounds of language — in short, a kind of primordial force that 
réatens the very consistency of the social edifice. This view found its 
spreme expression in the famous Kierkegaard reading of Don Gio- 
ai in his Either-Or, where Don Giovanni personifies the “‘aestheti- 
stage”, the attitude of a subject living out his nature in self- 
Ehnsuming momentary enjoyment; the proper medium of this mode 
Bf life regulated by the “pleasure principle” is, of course, music, a 
ionysiac dance best exemplified by the “champagne aria” from 
MAozart’s opera. To this “‘aesthetical stage” Kierkegaard opposes the 
Methical stage’ where the subject rises up to the universal moral norm 
hose proper medium is word (as Hegel pointed out, the meaning of 
yords is always universal: even “here and now” means every “here 
nd now”); a mode of life regulated by the “reality principle”. 
; Yet such an interpretation fails to take into account the crucial 
mension of Don Giovanni: he is as far as possible from a self- 
Ynfatuated, ruthless Narcissus enjoying the orgy of the moment, 
tundermining every codified structure, and so on. In the very heart of 
this impetus, we encounter a relationship to the (signifying) structure. 
‘True, Don Giovanni wants to “have them ail” — but problems arise as 
poon as he is no longer content with taking women “one by one”’, as 
‘soon as he endeavours to arrange them into species and sub-species, 
‘thus changing their dispersed collection into a structured All. 
_. Suffice it to recall the symptomatic fact that the most famous piece 
‘from Don Giovanni, Leporello’s aria “Madamina, il catalogo é questo. . .”, 
‘deals with cataloguing Don Giovanni’s conquests; it entangles itself into 
different deadlocks precisely when it attempts to seize them “all” on 
‘the basis of a single principle, so that it is forced to resort to different 
criteria of classification: first, the national criterion (in Italy six hundred 
and forty, etc., up to the “mille ¢ tre” in Spain alone); then, the criterion 
of social strata (countrywomen, housemaids, townswomen, coun- 
tesses. . . ); finally, a kind of “‘reflection-into-itself”’ of the procedure, 
the enumeration of the criteria themselves (women of every grade, form 
and age... ). After this first moment of satiation, Leporello so to 
speak changes the register and passes to the enumeration of the 
women’s “immanent”, “natural’’ characteristics, disposed in couples 
of opposites (blonde/brunette, corpulent/slim, tall/small) and des- 
cribed with reference to their “use-value” (when Don Giovanni is cold 
in winter, he seduces a fat lady; when he needs tenderness, he 
approaches a delicate blonde, and so on). The last couple in 


i 
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this series (old woman/young virgin) again introduces a level of 
“reflection-into-itself”: “He conquers old women / for the pure 
pleasure of adding them to the list / whereas his predominating 
passion / is the young virgin”. It is not difficult to locate the paradox of 
this last opposition: as if all his conquests are not accomplished out of 
Passion and for the sake of the list! In other words, it is as if the last 


couple holds the place, within the different species, of their genus as 
such: 


as if, next to and other than lions, tigers, hares, and all the other real 
animals that constitute in a group the different races, species, sub-species, 
families, etc., of the animal kingdom, existed, furthermore, the Animal, 
the individual incarnation of the animal kingdom.'3 


— or, as Leporello would put it, as if, next to and other than women 
who embody different qualities satisfying different needs, existed, 
furthermore, the Woman, the individual incarnation of the feminine 
kingdom ~ this is the woman who, according to Lacan, ‘doesn’t 
exist”, which is why Don Giovanni is condemned to eternal flight 
from one woman to another. Why then is this Woman, the general 
equivalent of women, split into “old” and “young”’? As we have just 
seen, the “use-value” of the “old” woman is that she adds yet another 
name to the list: precisely in so far as she is of no particular use, she 
exhibits and personifies the “exchange-value” of all other women; 
whereas the “young” incarnates its opposite, “usefulness” as such, in 
its non-specific, universal aspect. It is therefore the homology with the 
world of commodities which provides the answer: the split is simply 
that into “‘exchange-value” (the symbolic equivalence of all women in 
so far as they are inscribed in the catalogue) and “use-value’” (the 
property they must have to satisfy Don Giovanni's Passion). 
The crucial point here, however, is that the very existence of this 
split implies the predominance of the “exchange-value” (the signifier) 
over the “use-value” (the passion) — as with commodities, we have to 


do with a fetishistic inversion; “use-value” is a mere form of appear- 


ance of “‘exchange-value’”. In other words, the ultimate driving force 
of Don Giovanni’s conquest is not passion but adding to the list, as is 
openly ascertained in the above-mentioned “champagne aria”. This 
aria is usually taken as the purest display of Don Giovanni’s alleged 
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Etude of all-consuming enjoyment which devours everything in its 
Bi,otic whirlpool, and the progression of the aria seems to confirm 
however, at its very peak, at this climactic moment of the 
Kemless Dionysiac frenzy, we so to speak all of a sudden find 
Mrselves on the other side of the Moebius band — Don Giovanni 
jates supreme enjoyment with the list: “Ah! To my list / tomor- 
finw morning / you will have to add / a round dozen!” he exclaims to 
Réporello, his servant in charge of the catalogue — a fact that is by no 
ieans insignificant: this reference to the “list! that determines Don 
iovanni’s innermost passion makes his subjective position dependent 
am his servant. +s 
* The general conclusion to be drawn is thus clear enough: since 
© Woman doesn’t exist’, Don Giovanni is condemned to an unending 
etonymic movement; his potency is nothing but a form of nara 
ce of its very opposite: of a fundamental smipolene. designated y 
can as the “impossibility of the sexual relationship . This a 
bi ity takes effect the moment sexuality is caught in the onenas 
anguage — sexuality clearly is possible for animals led by tt sl 
lunmistakable sense of smell, whereas we all know what cruel tricks 
smell plays on Don Giovanni: when, in the first act, he smells the i 
di femina and sets to seduce the veiled unknown, he soon learns that t fr 
‘mysterious belle is Donna Elvira, his wife, whom he wanted to avoi 
; rice! 
a This answer, however, still leaves open the question of the concrete 
‘historical conditions of the appearance of a figure like Don Giovanni. 
‘Apropos of Antigone, Lacan wrote that it presents a paadoncd case of 
-a refusal of humanism before its very advent — isn’t it somehow the 
‘Same with Mozart’s Don Giovanni, which articulates a refusal of the 
bourgeois ideology of the love couple prior to its hegemony in the 
‘course of the nineteenth century? (Even within the auvre of Mozart 
himself, the glorification of the harmonious couple in The Magic Flute 
follows its refusal in Don Giovanni!) An implicit quasi-Marxist ah WEr 
was provided by Joseph Losey’s film version of the opera: Don 
Giovanni's escape into debauchery expresses the hopeless social pers- 
pective of the feudal ruling class in decline sede Although Don 
Giovanni undoubtedly does belong to the ruling class, it none the less 
seems that such a quick ‘‘sociologization”’ fails to take into account the 
concrete historical mediation that conditioned its emergence. 
Let us indicate its contours by means of a comparison between Don 
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Giovanni and Casanova. That is to say, Casanova is Don Giovanni's 
exact opposite: a merry swindler and impostor, an epicure who 
irradiates simple pleasure and leaves behind no bitter taste of revenge 
and whose libertinage presents no serious threat to the environs. He is 
a kind of correlate to the eighteenth-century freethinkers from the 
bourgeois salon: full of irony and wit, calling into question every 
established view; yet his trespassing of what is socially acceptable 
never assumes the shape of a firm position which would pose a serious 
threat to the existing order. His libertinage lacks the fanatic-methodi- 
cal note, his spirit is that of permisiveness, not of purges; it is 
“freedom for all’, not yet “no freedom for the enemies of freedom”. 
Casanova remains a parasite feeding on the decaying body of his 
enemy and as such deeply attached to it: no wonder he condemned the 
“horrors” of the French Revolution, since it swept away the only 
universe in which he could prosper. It was only Don Giovanni who 
brought libertinage to the point of its “‘self-negation” and transformed 
resistance to Duty into the Duty to resist: his conquests are not a 
matter of enjoying simple life-pleasures but stricto sensu a matter of a 
compulsive Duty. To use Kantian terms: they are strictly ‘‘non- 
pathological”, he is driven by an inner compulsion which is ‘‘beyond 
the pleasure principle’. 

In short, if Casanova was a correlate to the pre-revolutionary free- 
thinking salon, (Mozart’s) Don Giovanni is a correlate to Jacobinism, a 
kind of “Jacobin of the libidinal economy” — the paradox of a puritan 
débauché. The Jacobins cut off the heads of citizens who yielded to 
decadent pleasures and never fully assumed the ideal of Citizen; Don 
Giovanni rejected with contempt women who never lived up to 
Woman. This homology is, however, mediated by an impossibility: Don 
Giovanni's “‘Jacobinism of the libidinal economy” can never meet the 
“real”, political Jacobinism. Because of his social position (a member 
of the ruling class in decay) Don Giovanni carried out Jacobinism in 
the only field open to him, that of sexuality.!* This is why his ultimate 
fate was the same as that of the Jacobins: an annoying “excess”, a 
“vanishing mediator” shoved away as soon as the ideological hege- 
mony of the bourgeois intimate love couple was established. 
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Il JUDGEMENT BY DEFAULT 


The word is an elephant” 


Wit ack of identity” as a key component of speculative identity finds its 
Mearest expression in Hegel’s theory of judgement, in the fact — 
gurprising for those who always expect the same infamous “‘triad” 
aa Hegel — that there are four types of judgement and not three: the 
udgement of existence, the judgement of reflection, the judgement of 
necessity and the judgement of the Notion. Let us immediately show 
our cards: the three judgements actually acquire the fourth because 
“Substance is Subject”; in other words, the “lack of identity” between 
subject and predicate is posited as such in the fourth judgement (that of 
the Notion). > 

* Let us begin with the first form, the judgement of existence. This 
form derives directly from the Individual as the last (third) moment of 
the Notion. Hegel starts the section on judgement with the proposi- 
tion: “The judgement is the determinatedness of the Notion posited in the 
Notion itself.’”'© The judgement (Urteil] originally divides {ur-teilen] 
‘the Notion (yet another of Hegel’s famous wordplays) into subject 
‘and predicate — that is, the determinatedness of an individuality (of a 
‘self-subsistent, substantial entity as the final moment of the notional 
‘triad Universal—Particular—Individual) is externalized, opposed to 
individuality, and thereby posited as such: the individual subject is that 
predicate (this or that abstract-universal determination). In Hegel’s 
‘example: “The rose is red.” 

We must be careful here on two points. First, that all the substantial 
content is here on the side of the subject: that which is presupposed as 
having “actual existence” (and for this reason we speak of the “udge- 
ment of existence”) is the subject, the individual, and the predicate is 
only some abstract-universal property which it acquires; it has no self- 
subsistent existence. The obverse of it is that the relationship between 
subject and predicate is here completely external: the predicate is some 
completely indifferent abstract-universal property, acquired by the 
subject, not something dependent on the subject’s inner nature. 

The second form of the judgement of existence which follows the 
first (positive judgement), negative judgement, posits that indifferent 
external relationship as such by negating the first form: if the substan- 
tial nature of the rose is entirely indifferent to whether or not the rose is 
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red, then we could just as reasonably posit the claim “The rose is 
red”. As Hegel stresses, we do not negate the relationship of aie: 
and predicate as such: the claim “The rose is not red” is boise fi 
only against the background of the rose having some (other) colour = 
blue. The negative judgement thus proceeds from the universal Gate 
the Particular: the determinatedness of the predicate that was initially 
posited as an abstract universal is now specified as something pace 
lar, as a ‘Particular determination — the positive expression of the 
negative judgement is “the subject (this individual) is a particularity” 
the rose, for example, has some particular colour (it is blue or yellow 
orred...), 

The third form of the judgement, the infinite judgement, redoubles 

the negation already at work in the negative Judgement, or rather 
brings It to its self-reference: it negates not only some (particular) 
predicate but the universal domain itself which was present in the 
negation of the particular predicate. The infinite judgement is thus 
senseless in its form: a (particular) predicate is negated, whose (univer- 
sal) genus itself is incompatible with the subject — so we get such 
empty-wisdom sentences as ““The rose is not an elephant”, “The spirit 
is not red”, “Reason is not a table”, and so on. These judoements are 

as Hegel says, accurate or true, but nevertheless “senseless and pte 
less”. Hegel adduces crime as an example of infinite judgement, and we 
can understand why precisely from what has been fentioned: in 
contrast to a legal conflict before the courts where both sides invoke 
particular laws one after another, yet both admit universal law (lega- 
lity) as the obligatory medium, the criminal act calls into question the 
general sphere of law itself, the law as such.!” 

The positive form of the infinite Judgement ~ precisely because it 
negates not only the particular predicate but the genus itself in which 
the predicate could meet with the subject — is no longer a particular 
judgement implied by the negation: from “The rose is not red” it 
follows that the rose is some other colour; yet from “The rose is not an 
eed ae positive particular determination. So the positive 

osite pole of the infinite j 
“The a is not an Reni ere He aye aide eet 
‘ose is a rose’”’. 
The tautology expresses in the positive form only the radical externa- 
lity to the subject of the predicate; this “truth” of the whole sphere of 
the judgement of existence is what comes forth in the eae judge- 
ment: because subject and predicate are completely Gia = 
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ate can adequately determine the subject — or rather, the only 
wquate predicate for the subject is the subject itself. 
hat remains enigmatic here is only that Hegel, next to “‘tasteless” 
MS ation and tautology, does not mention the third form of the infinite 
ent, the apparently “‘senseless”’ affirmative form (“The rose is 
phant”, let us say). What we have here is not a kind of empty 
ibility, since such a form of the infinite judgement bears the 
eculative content of the dialectic of phrenology in the Phenomenology 
[ Spirit: “The Spirit is a bone’. It is only this judgement that fully 
sresses the speculative “lack of identity” by means of affirming the 
ossible identity of two mutually exclusive moments: this judge- 
mnt is — if we read it immediately — experienced as patently absurd, 
discrepancy between the moments is absolute; however, the 
rit” as power of absolute negativity is none other than this 
solute discrepancy.'® One must read the thesis “The Substance is 
fubject”” as exactly such a kind of “infinite judgement”: it does not 
Mean that the Substance is “‘really Subject” — that the Subject (self- 
Beonsciousness) is the “ground”, the “Substance” of all existence — but 
ws us into an absolute contradiction between Substance and Sub- 
ct — substance can never “catch up with” the Subject, can never 
bncompass in itself the negative power of the Subject; and the “Sub- 
” is none other than this inability of the Substance to “‘contain”’ the 
bject within itself, this internal self-split of the Substance, the lack of 
ts identity-with-itself. 
Be Therein consists the speculative reversal which gives us the key to 
sthe logic of the infinite judgement: it is not enough to say that there isa 
Mack of identity” between Substance and Subject — if we do only that, 
lwe still presuppose Substance and Subject as two (positive, identical) 
s€ntities between which there is no identity; the point is rather that one 
sof the two moments (Subject) is none other than the non-identity-with-itself of 
‘the other moment (Substance). “The Spirit is a bone” means that bone 
‘itself can never achieve complete identity with itself, and “Spirit” is 
‘none other than that “force of negativity” which prevents bone from 
fully “becoming itself”’.’® 
Infinite judgement is thus internally ramified into the triad ‘The 
Tose is not an elephant”, ‘‘The rose is a rose”, and “The rose is an 
elephant”. The speculative truth of this last form is demonstrated by 
Lacan when, in his first Seminar, he evokes a similar paradox (“The 
word is an elephant”) in order to exemplify the dialectical—negative 
relationship between word and thing; the fact that the word implies 
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the symbolic murder of the thing: “The word is an elephant”’ means 
that an elephant is “more present” in the word which evokes it than in 
its immediate physical being — it is present (as Lacan points out by 
means of a reference to Hegel) in its Notion: 


To be sure, the notion is not the thing as it is, for the simple reason that the 
notion is always where the thing isn’t, it is there so as to replace the thing, 
like the elephant that I brought into the room the other day by means of the 
word elephant. If that was so striking for some of you, it was because it was 
clear that the elephant was really there as soon as we named it. Of the 
thing, what is it that can be there? Neither its form, nor its reality, since, in 
the actual state of affairs, all the seats are taken. Hegel puts it with extreme 


rigour ~ the notion is what makes the thing be there, while, all the while, ic 


isn’t.2° 


“The word is an elephant” thus expresses the speculative identity of 
“word” and “elephant”, the fact that an elephant is present in the word 
“elephant” as aufgehoben, internalized-sublated. 

Where, then, does the result of the dialectic of the judgement of 
existence lead? To absolute contradiction, to a breakdown of any 
common medium between subject and predicate, which culminates in 
the subject being reduced to a tautology ~ in being able to be 
predicated only by itself. We can say nothing about the subject as such, 
we can attribute nothing to it, no determination; it is reduced to a null 
“this”. This is where the transition to the following form of judge- 
ment, the judgement of reflection, occurs: the judgement of reflection 
takes cognizance of the result of the judgement of existence — that the 
subject of the judgement is a null, empty “this”, lacking any substan- 
tial content — and so transposes the centre of gravity to the other side, 
to the predicate which now appears as the substantial moment. 

The crucial feature of the judgement of reflection is therefore that 
within it, some contingent individuality is posited in relation to some 
determination which is no longer its indifferent, abstract-universal 
property, but its essential determination. Universality here is not the 
abstract “property” of a substantial thing, but some encompassing 
essence which subsumes individualities. Judgements of reflection are, 
as Hegel says, judgements of subsumption: an ever-wider circle of 
subjects is subsumed under the predicate as an essential determination 
which exists in itself. Examples of reflective judgement are ‘‘Men are 
mortal’, ““Things are transient”, and so on. That all (material, finite) 
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ngs are transient is their essential determination: it derives from 
ir notion itself, from their having negativity outside themselves (in 
se form of the power of time, to which they are subject). The fact that 
ese judgements are “reflective” is revealed even on a superficial first 
ance which here does not deceive: judgements of the type “Things 
transient”, “Men are mortal”, and so on, express what we also 
wean by “reflection” in everyday speech — namely, deeper thoughts 
pout the nature of things. 
. However, Hegel uses the term in a stricter technical sense: in 
teflective judgements the subject - who was conceived previously, in 
Re judgement of existence, as a self-subsistent substantial entity — is 
yosited as something transient-insubstantial, as something which only 
reflects”, whose contingent reality only “mirrors”, the In-itself of a 
permanent essence, expressed in the predicate. “Reflection” should 
ere be understood in the sense of external reflection: the finite world 
fs posited as transient, indifferent appearance which reflects some 
transcendental, universal essence. 
* As we have seen, in the judgement of existence all “movement” is 
in the side of the predicate: the subject is posited as a permanent, 
substantial entity, and the predicate passes from the Universal through 
ithe Particular to the Individual. In the judgement of reflection, on the 
‘gontrary, all “movement” is on the side of the subject, whereas the 
(predicate remains a firm substantial content, the direction of move- 
ment is also contrary: from the Individual through the Particular to the 
Universal. This reversal of direction is easy to grasp: the predicate of a 
judgement of existence gradually conforms to the (individual) subject, 
‘until it coincides with it in an impossible identity; whereas in the 
judgement of reflection, the subject gradually conforms to the univer- 
‘sal predicate by expanding from the Individual to the Universal. The 
three forms of the judgement of reflection are therefore singular, 
‘particular and universal judgements: for example, say, “This man is 
mortal”, ‘‘Many men are mortal”, “‘All men are mortal”. 


The paradoxes of sexuation 


We have thus set the passage from the judgement of reflection to the 


following form, the judgement of necessity: all we have to do is 


expressly posit the determination of universality which in itself is 


_ Contained in the universal judgement; in concrete terms, instead of 
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“All men are mortal” we have only to say “Man is mortal’’. The shift 
thus concerns the sole form, although it is essential: even on the 
intuitive level it is not difficult to sense how the statements “All men 
are mortal” and “Man is mortal” do not have the same weight ~ with 
the shift from the first to the second, we move from the empirical set 
of “all men” — from what all men have in common — to universality, to 
the necessary determination of the notion of man as such. In other 
words, whereas in the judgement of reflection we are still concerned 
with the relationship of the notional determination (predicate) to the 
contingent, non-notional set of empirical entities (“this”), in the 
judgement of necessity we enter the domain of necessary relationships 
of Notion — of the immanent self-determinations of Notion as such. 
“Mortality” is no longer the predicate of an extra-notional entity but 
the immanent determination of “man”’. 

The entire reach of this shift could be more closely determined 
through the well-known paradox of the relationship between univer- 
sal and existential judgement in the classical Aristotelian syllogism: 
existential judgement implies the existence of the subject, whereas 
universal judgement is also true even if its subject does not exist, since 
it concerns only the notion of the subject. If, for example, one says “At 
least one man is (or: some men are) mortal’, this judgement is true 
only if at least one man exists; if, on the contrary, one says “Unicorn 
has only one horn”, this judgement remains true even if there are no 
unicorns, since it concerns solely the immanent determinatedness of 
the notion of “‘unicorn’”’. 

In so far as this distinction seems too hairsplitting, it should only be 
recalled how much weight the difference between the universal and 
the particular can have in the “logic of emotions”: if I know in general, 
without any particular details, that my wife sleeps around with other 
men, this need not affect me very deeply; the world comes crashing 
down only when someone brings me concrete details which confirm 
her adultery (a picture of her in bed with another man, and so on) — the 
passage from the universal to the existential particularity makes all the 
difference. In short, if I know, in general, that my wife is deceiving 
me, I in a way suspend the reality of it, I treat it as not serious — it 
becomes “serious” only with the passage to the particular. It is 
precisely this imbalance between existence and universality which 
provides the key to the paradoxes of the Lacanian “formulae of 
sexuation”, in which on the “masculine” side the universal function 
(Vx.@x: all x are submitted to the function ®) implies the existence of 
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ids exception (Ex.non®x: there is at least one x which is exempted 
kom the function ®), whereas on the feminine side a particular 
zation (nonVx.®x: non-all x are submitted to the function ) 
iplies that there is no exception (nonEx.non®x: there is no x which 
id be exempted from the function ®): 


Ax.px Ix.@x 
Dx 


< 


Vx.x x 
Kommon sense would suggest that the formulae, if linked in two 
Miagonal pairs, are equivalent: is not “all x are submitted to the 
function ®” strictly equivalent to “there is no x which could be 
bxempted from the function ®”? And, on the other hand, is “non-all x 
fe submitted to the function ®” not strictly equivalent to “there is (at 
q 2 st) one x which is exempted from the function ©”? Yet, as we have 
just seen, for Lacan the equivalence runs vertically! We approach the 
golution if we do not read the universal quantifier from the lower pair 
of the formulae on the level of reflective judgement but on the level of 


the judgement of necessity: not “all x are submitted to the function ®” 
mut “x as such is submitted to the function ®”’. 


ne”, the primordial father of the Freudian myth in Totem and Taboo, a 
‘mythical being who has had all women and was capable of achieving 
‘gomplete satisfaction. Yet we are better remaining with our example 
‘of mortality: true, ““There is no man who is immortal” is equivalent to 
“All men are mortal”, but not — as we have already seen — the 
‘equivalent of “man is mortal”: in the first case, we are concerned with 
‘the empirical set of men, in which we take them “‘one by one”’ and thus 
‘establish that there is no one who is immortal; whereas in the second, 
‘we are concerned with the very notion of man. And Lacan’s basic 
premiss is that the leap from the general set of ‘‘all men” into the 
‘universal ‘‘man’” is possible only through an exception: the universal 
(in its difference to the empirical generality) is constituted through the 
exception; we do not pass from the general set to the universality of 
One-Notion by way of adding something to the set but, on the 
contrary, by way of subtracting something from it, namely the “unary 
feature” [trait unaire] which totalizes the general set, which makes out 
of it a universality. 
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There is an abundance of examples here for the “masculine” Side of 
totalization-through-exception as well as for the “feminine” side ie 
non-all collection without exception. Was it not Marx who - in “4 
first chapter of Capital, in the dialectic of commodity-form (in ae 
articulation of the three forms by which a commodity expresses a 
value in some other commodity which serves as its equivalent) ~ was 
the first to develop the logic of totalization-through-exemption? The 

expanded” form passes into the “general” form when some commo- 
dity is excluded, exempted from the collection of commodities, and 
thus appears as the general equivalent of all commodities, a the 
immediate embodiment of Commodity as such, as if, by the side of all 
real animals, “there existed the Animal, the individual incarnation of 
the entire animal kingdom.””! 

It is only through this totalization-through-exemption that, from 
the empirical set of “all commodities”, we arrive at the universality of 
Commodity, incarnated in individual commodities. On another level 
Hegel repeats the same Operation apropos of the Monarch: the set of 
men becomes a rational totality (the State) only when their unity as 
such is incarnated in some non-rational, ‘“‘biologically” defined indivi- 
dual — the monarch. What is of special interest to us here is the way 
Hegel determines the exceptional character of the monarch: all other 
men are not by their nature what they are, but must be “made” 
educated, formed, whereas the monarch is unique in being by in 
nature that which is his symbolic mandate — we have here in clear form 
the exemplification of the “masculine” side of Lacan’s formulae of 
sexuation: all men are submitted to the function of “‘castration”’ (they 
are not directly that which is their symbolic mandate, they arrive at 
their positive social role only through the hard work of “negativity” 

through inhibition, training . . . ) on condition that there is the One 
who is exempt from it — who is by nature that which he is (the king). 
This paradox simultaneously helps in understanding the Hegelian 
logic of the “negative self-relationship of the Notion”: a universal 
Notion arrives at its being-for-itself, it is posited as Notion, only 
when, in the very domain of particularity, it reflects itself in the form 
of its opposite (in some element which negates the very fundamental 
feature of its notional universality). The notion of Man (as an active 
being, a being which is not by nature that which it is, but must create 
itself, “define” itself, chrough hard work) arrives at its being-for-itself 
by reflecting itself in an exception, in an individual who appears as the 
embodiment of Man in general, as such, precisely in so far as he is 
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heady by his nature what he is (the monarch). Value in its contrast to 
iae-value (that is to say, value as the expression of a social relationship) 
posited as such when it is embodied in some particular commodity; 
ben it appears as a quasi-“‘natural” property of some particular 
Kimmodity (money: gold). 

‘As far as the other, “feminine”, side of the formulae of sexuation is 
teacerned, it is sufficient to recall how the notion of class struggle 
i © rks in historical materialism. The good old leftist slogan (today, in 
fhe supposedly ‘“‘post-ideological” world, more valid than ever) 
there is nothing that is not political” must be read not as the universal 


ay . : ; ie 
indgement “everything (society as a whole) is political’ but on the 


wel of the “feminine” logic of a non-all set: “there is nothing that is 
Mot political” means precisely that the social field is irreducibly marked 
by a political split; that there is no neutral “zero-point” from which 
Wociety could be conceived as a Whole. In other words, “there is 
: othing that is not political” means that in politics also “there is no 
inetalanguage”: any kind of description or attempt at conceiving 
gociety by definition implies a partial position of enunciation; in some 
tadical sense it is already ‘‘political”, we have always-already “taken 
fides”. And the class struggle is none other than the name for this 
anfathomable limit, split, which cannot be objectivized, located 
‘within the social totality, since it is itself that limit which prevents us 
from conceiving society in general as a totality. So it is precisely the 
fact that “there is nothing that is not political” which prevents Society 
‘from being conceived as a Whole ~ even if we determine this Whole 
‘with the predicate “political” and say “All is political’’.” 

. Is this logic of non-all, however, compatible with Hegelian dialec- 
tics? Does it not rely on one of the key topics of traditional criticism of 
Hegel: that of the irreducible gap separating Universality and the 
‘reality of particular existence? Is not the Hegelian illusion that the 
Particular can be deduced from (and absorbed without any remnant 
into) the self-movement of the universal Notion? And is it not 
precisely in opposition to the lesson of the Aristotelian logical square: 
that there is an irreducible gap between the Universal and existence, 
that existence cannot be deduced from the Universal? Lacan actually 
tries to demonstrate from this gap the anxiety to which Hegel’s ‘‘pan- 
logicism” gave rise with Schelling and Kierkegaard: anxiety that our 
entire existence would be subsumed into the self-movement of the 
Notion and thus lose its uniqueness, its paradox of bottomless free- 
dom. As Freud put it, anxiety is the only affect which does not 
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deceive; by means of which we encounter the real: the real of a lost 
object which cannot be absorbed into a circular movement of 
symbolization. 

However, if we admit the paradox of the Hegelian rational totality 
that can be discerned, for example, apropos of the king as the 
condition of the State qua rational totality, the entire perspective 
changes. In so far as anxiety demonstrates the proximity, not the loss, 
of the object qua real — as Lacan inverts Freud — one should ask which 
object we have come too close to with the establishment of a rational 
totality. This object is of course precisely that absolutely contingent 
object, the “‘little piece of the real”, which emerges as an incarnation of 
the rational totality itself — through which the rational totality arrives 
at its being-for-itself, at its actuality — in the case of the State, the king 
as biological, contingent individual. This is the object whose existence 
is implied with the universality itself, since only through it is the 
Universal “posited”, does it arrive at its being-for-itself. Hegel is 
therefore far from transcending the gap between the Universal and 
particular existence by way of “deducing the Particular from the self- 
movement of the universal notion”; he rather exposes the contingent 
particularity to which the Universal itself is linked as with an umbilical 
cord (in the language of the formulae of sexuation: he exposes the 
particular exception which must exist if the universal function is to 
remain in force). 


How necessity arises out of contingency 


Let us then return to the judgement of necessity. As we have seen, the 
predicate in it is posited as a necessary, inherent specification, as a self- 
determination of the subject. So we come to the first form of the 
judgement of necessity, to the categorical judgement, by which the 
“categorical” — the notionally necessary — relationship between subject 
and predicate is posited as the relationship between a species and its 
genus: “‘A rose is a plant”, “Woman is human”, for example. How- 
ever, this judgement is inadequate in so far as it leaves aside the fact 
that the content of the genus is not only this species — the genus 
articulates within it a series of species. The other form of the judge- 
ment of necessity, hypothetical judgement, thus posits a particular 
content (species) of the genus in its necessary relationship with another 
species: let us say, in our case, “Where there are women, there are also 
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jaen’”’; or rather, “The being of woman is not only its own but also the 
yeing of another, of man”. In the third form, the disjunctive judge- 
pent, the particular content of the judgement is explicitly posited as 
ielf-articulation, self-specification, of the universal Notion: “A human 
y either a man or a woman”. 
le Here, at this precise point, we encounter the greatest surprise of 
degel's theory of judgement. That is to say, from the stereotyped 
ylew of Hegel we would expect now to be at the end: does not the triad 
bfjudgements (existence, reflection, necessity) encapsulate the triad of 
being-essence-notion? Is not the judgement of existence condemned 
ib dissolution into an empty tautology precisely in so far as it remains 
in the level of being and as such is not able to render the reflective 

lationship between subject and predicate? Is not the judgement of 
ection, as the name itself suggests, a judgement which articulates 

¢ relationship of some contingent, phenomenal entity to its essential 
gtermination, a relationship in which this essential determination is 
eflected in the plurality of contingent entities? And, finally, does the 
ement of necessity not deliver us from contingent externality, is 


intingency. 

i. The judgement of necessity is followed by a fourth form, the 
judgement of the Notion. Only with this does the judgement actually 
ecome that which the word suggests: an appraisal of something. 
Predicates which contain this judgement are not predicates on the 
fame level as predicates of the former forms of judgement, notional 
fadgement is literally judgement on the Notion: the content of the 
predicate here is the very relationship of the Subject to its Notion (so to that 
Which was the predicate in the previous forms of judgement) — it is a 
bredicate of the type “‘good, bad, beautiful, righteous, true”. Accord- 
Ing to Hegel, truth is not simply the adequacy or correspondence of 
dome proposition to the object or to the state of things which the 
Proposition describes, but the adequacy of the object itself to its own 
Notion: in this sense we could say about some “real” object —a table, 
for example — that it is “true” (in so far as it conforms to the Notion of 
‘table, the function it must perform as a table). 

; Notional judgement has to be located on this level: we evaluate with 
t the extent to which something is “true”, how far it corresponds to 
tts Notion. The first, immediate form of notional judgement, asser- 


128 FOR THEY KNOW NOT WHAT THEY DO 


toric judgement, therefore comprises propositions of the type “Thi 

house is good”. The problem which of course immediately arises 5 
that not every house is good — some houses are and some are not: zi 
depends on a series of contingent circumstances — the house ‘tis be 
built in a predetermined way, and so on. The second form of Aetiont 
judgement, problematic judgement, problematizes precisely these 
conditions of the “truth” of the object (the subject of the judgement): 
whether a house is good or not depends on the circumstances, on what 
kind of house it is ... . The third form, apodeictic judgemerit 

displays in a positive form the conditions of “truth” of the subject i, 
the judgement: such and such a construction of a house is good, such 
and such an act is lawful, and so forth. 

It is not difficult to work out the passage here from judgement into 
syllogism, since one already finds oneself within the syllogism as soon 
as the elements contained in the notional judgement are posited as 
such: “Such and such a construction of a house is good; this house is 
built in such a way; this house is good.” It is also not hard to guess how 
the fourth form of judgement affirms the moment of contingency: the 
circumstances on which whether or not the house is good are depen- 
dent - whether it is really a house, whether it corresponds to its 
Notion ~ are irreducibly contingent, or rather are posited as such by 
the very form of the judgement of the Notion. Therein consists the 
crucial shift from the second to the third form of the judgement of the 
Notion, from problematic to apodeictic judgement: problematic judge- 
ment opposes in an external way the inner, necessary Notion of the 
object (what a house must be to be really a house) and the external 
contingent conditions on which it is dependent whether some empiri- 
cal house is really a house; apodeictic judgement surpasses this external 
relationship between contingency and necessity, between the con- 
tingent conditions and the Inner of the Notion — how? 

The traditional answer has of course been: by way of conceiving the 
Notion as teleological necessity which prevails through inherent logic 
and regulates the apparent external set of circumstances, in accordance 
with the usual idea that in “dialectics” the necessity realizes itself 
through a set of contingencies. Examples that immediately come to 
mind are those of great historical personalities like Caesar or Napo- 
leon: in the course of the French Revolution, its own immanent logic 
brought about the necessity of a passage from the republican form into 
that of personal dictatorship — that is, the necessity of a person like 
Napoleon; the fact that this necessity realized itself precisely in the 
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n of Napoleon was, however, due to a series of contingencies. 
This is how Hegel’s theory of contingency is usually conceived: 
Ktingency is not abstractly opposed to necessity but its very form of 
eearance — necessity is the encompassing unity of itself and its 
Hiosite. Yet Hegel’s theory on how a given phenomenon ascertains 
cessity by positing itself its contingent presuppositions opens up 
possibility of a rather different reading: 


EThe Possible which became Actual is not contingent but necessary, since it 
Ei bosits itself its own conditions. . . . Necessity posits itself its conditions, 
t it posits them as contingent.”° 


other words, when, out of the contingent external conditions, their 
sult takes shape, these conditions are retroactively — from the 
point of the final Result itself’ — perceived as its necessary condi- 
ms. ““Dialectics” is ultimately a teaching on how necessity emerges 
it of contingency: on how a contingent bricolage produces a result 
hich “‘transcodes”” its initial conditions into internal necessary 
ments of its self-reproduction. It is therefore Necessity itself which 
pends on contingency: the very gesture which changes necessity 
to contingency is radically contingent. 

a To make this point clear, let us recall how, at some turning point of 
fhe subject’s (or collective) history, an act of interpretation which is in 
Meelf thoroughly contingent — non-deducible from the preceding 
ieties — renders the preceding chaos readable anew by introducing into 
it order and meaning, that is to say: necessity. John Irving’s unjustifia- 
Bly underrated novel A Prayer for Owen Meany is a kind of Lacanian 
ftoman d thése”, a tract on this theme of how necessity arises out of a 
psnane contingency. Its hero, Owen Meany, accidentally strikes 
with a baseball bat and kills his best friend’s mother; in order to endure 
this trauma, to integrate it into his symbolic universe, he conceives 
himself as an instrument of God, whose actions have been preordained 
and can be considered God’s intervention in the world. Even his death 
itself is a beautiful obsessive reversal of the customary process of 
trying to evade an evil prophecy (whereby one unwittingly brings 
about its realization): when Owen takes some accident as a prophecy 
that he will die in Vietnam, he does all he can to make the prophecy 
come true — he is terrified by the prospect of missing his death, since in 
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that case all sense would be lost and he himself would be guilty of the 
death of his friend’s mother. . . 

Although this retroactive necessity seems to be limited to symbolic 
processes, it is of extreme interest to psychoanalysis that the same 
logic can be discerned even in today’s biology —in the work of Stephen 
Jay Gould, for example, who freed Darwinism of evolutionary teleo- 
logy and exhibited the radical contingency of the formation of new 
natural kinds. The Burgess Shale, which he analyses in Wonderful 
Life, is unique because the fossils preserved in it belong to the 
moment when development could have taken an entirely different 
course: it captures nature, so to speak, at the point of its undecidability, 
at the point when a number of possibilities coexist which today, in 
retrospect, from an already established line of evolution, seem absurd, 
unthinkable; at the point when we have before us an excess wealth of 
(today) unthinkable forms, of complex, “highly developed” orga- 
nisms which are constructed according to different plans to those of 
today and became extinct not because of their inherent lesser value or 
unadaptability, but above all because of their contingent discordance 
with a particular environment. We could even venture to say that the 
Burgess Shale is a “symptom” of nature: a monument which cannot 
be located within the line of evolution, as it had then developed, since 
it represents the outline of a possible alternative history — a monument 
which allows us to see what was sacrificed, consumed; what was lost 
so that the evolution we know today could take place. 

It is essential to grasp how this kind of relationship of contingency 
to necessity, where necessity derives from the retroactive effect of 
contingency — where necessity is always a “backwards-necessity” 
(which is why Minerva’s owl flies only at dusk) — is just another 
variation on the Substance-as-Subject motif. That is to say, as long as 
contingency is reduced to the form of appearance of an underlying 
necessity, to an appearance through which a deeper necessity is 
realized, we are still on the level of Substance: the substantial necessity 
is that which prevails. “Substance conceived as Subject”, on the 
contrary, is that moment when this substantial necessity reveals itself 
to be the retroactive effect of a contingent process. We have thus also 
answered the question of why four and not three types of judgement: 
if the development of the judgements had been resolved with the 
judgement of necessity, it would have remained on the level of 
Substance, on the level of the substantial necessity of the Notion 
which, by means of its partition, develops its particular content from 
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githin itself. Such an image of the “‘self-movement of the Notion” 
fehich posits its own particular content may appear very “Hegelian”; 
¥.corresponds to the conventional idea about Hegel's “work of the 
¥ gtion”; yet we are actually as far as possible from the Hegelian 
babject which retroactively posits its own presuppositions. Only with 
Bye fourth type of judgement is the fact fully affirmed that “the truth of 
Substance is the Subject”; only here does the Subject posit its own 
stantial presupposition (it retroactively posits the contingent con- 
Ritions of its notional necessity). The core of Hegel’s “positing the 
tresupposition” consists precisely in this retroactive conversion of 
tingency into necessity, in this conferring of a form of necessity on 
contingent circumstances. 
et to discern the fact that with the fourth type of judgement we 
bc) ieve the level of the Subject, one does not even need a sophisticated 
Mnceptual apparatus: it suffices to remind oneself that this type 
tains what we — inadequately — call evaluation, evaluative judge- 
t which (according to philosophical common sense) concerns the 
bject (“subjective valuation”). It is not enough, here, just to draw 
ention to the elementary fact that, with Hegel, judgement is not 
bjective” in the customary meaning of the term but a matter of the 
ationship of the object itself to its own Notion — the radical 
Bonclusion to be drawn that there is no Subject without a gap separating the 
Wdject from its Notion — that this gap between the object and its Notion is 
Whe ontological condition of the Subject’s emergence. The Subject is 
®othing but the gap in the Substance, the inadequacy of the Substance 
fo itself: what we call “Subject” is the perspective illusion by means of 
Which the Substance perceives itself in distorted (“subjective”) form. 
More crucially, the fact is here generally overlooked that such a type of 
gudgement on the correspondence of an object to its own Notion 
mplies a kind of reflective redoubling of the Subject’s will and desire. 
t is in this precise sense that one has to conceive Lacan’s dialectic of 
fesire — his basic thesis that desire is always desire of a desire: desire is 
Mever directly aimed at some object but is always desire “squared” — 
‘the subject finds in himself a multitude of heterogeneous, even 
‘Mutually exclusive, desires, and the question with which he is thus 
faced is: Which desire should I choose? Which desixe should I desire? 
‘This constitutive reflectivity of desire is revealed in the paradoxical 
sentiment of being angry or ashamed at oneself when one desires 
Something that one considers unworthy of one’s desire — a deadlock 
Which could be described precisely in the words I don’t (want to) desire 
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my desire. What we call “valuation” is thus always based in this 
reflectivity of desire, which is of course possible only within the 
symbolic order: the fact that desire is always-already “symbolically 
mediated” means nothing but that it is always the desire of a desire. 
This reflectivity of desire opens up the dimension of symbolic decep- 
tion: if the subject wants X, it does not follow from this that he also 
wants this desire; or rather it is possible for him to feign his desire for 
X, precisely in order to hide the fact that he does not want X. 

The way this reflectivity is connected with the motive of con- 
tingency is also not difficult to grasp. Let us take, for example, the 
philosophical motif of “values”: it is mistaken to say of people in so- 
called ‘‘traditional” societies — societies which are based on unreflected 
acceptance of a system of values — that they “possess” values; what we 
call from our external perspective “their values” the people them- 
selves accept as an unquestioned framework of which they are not 
conscious as such; they entirely lack the reflective attitude to it implied 
by the notion of “value”. As soon as we start to talk about “values”, 
we have a priori posited values as something relative, contingent, 
whose preserve is not unquestionable, as something which it is 
necessary to discuss — that is to say, precisely to value: we cannot evade 
the question of whether these values are “true values”, of whether 
they “‘correspond to their notion’’. In Hegelese: in so far as the notion 
of value is “posited”, explicated, in so far as this notion arrives at its 
being-for-itself, value is experienced as something contingent, bound 
to the “problem of value”: have we chosen the right values? How do 
we evaluate them? and so on. 

The same can be said about the notion of “profession”: in pre- 
capitalist society, in which the position of an individual is primarily 
decided by a set of traditional organic links, it is anachronistic to talk 
about a “‘profession” (even on an immediate level one can sense how 
inadequate it is to say that in the Middle Ages someone had the 
“profession” of serf ) — the very notion of “profession” presupposes an 
indifferent, abstract individual, delivered from his determinatedness 
by substantial-organic links, who can “freely” decide on his pro- 
fession, choose it. On yet another, third, level, it is the same with the 
notion of artistic style: it is anachronistic to talk about medieval or 
even classical styles; we can talk about them only when the possibility 
of choice of different styles is posited as such; when, therefore, style is 
perceived as something basically arbitrary. 
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Mn father more than father himself” 


split which the judgement of the Notion brings, despite the 
kiceptive first impression, is therefore not simply a split between the 
Hotion and its empirical actualization (for example, between the 
Blotion of a table and empirical tables, which indeed, dependent on 
cumstances, more or less correspond to their Notion); if it were 
ply that, then we would be concerned with a simple tension 
een the ideal, the ideal Notion, and its always-incomplete realiza- 
— in the end finding ourselves again on the level of reflective 
ement, since the ideal—real relationship is a typical relationship of 
Aection. The movement with which we are actually concerned in 
judgement of the Notion is more subtle: the split is borne within the 
ption itself. 
The reflectivity of which we have just spoken is indicated by the 
gestion: is the Notion itself something “adequate to itself”? True, 
Blegel talks of the circumstances on which it depends whether the 
Bouse is good (say: “really a house”); however, the point here is not 
Mat no empirical house can completely correspond to its Notion, but 
Plat in what appears as “external circumstances” in which is actualized the 
tion of a house, yet another Notion is already at work, which is no longer 
Rat of a house although it corresponds to the house more than House itself — 
ie ¢ we are alluding to the dialectic which is displayed in the well- 
Snown paradox of saying about some non-X that it is “‘more X than X 
If” (for example, about some skinflint: “He’s more Scots than the 
F cots themselves”; about a loving stepmother that she is “more 
, Brotherly than the mother herself”; about a fanatical Janissary that he 
more Turk than the Turks sheriselves?: 
Ad The lack of identity which impels movement in judgement of the 
Notion is thus not the lack of identity between the Notion and its 
alization, but extends to the fact that the Notion can never corres- 
Pond to itself, be adequate to itself, because as soon as it fully realizes 
self it passes into another Notion: an X which is fully realized as X is 

“more X than X itself”, and so no longer X. In the lack of identity 
between the Notion and its actualization, the surplus is therefore on 
the side of actualization, not on the side of the Notion: the actualiza- 
=~ ofa Notion produces some notional surplus over the Notion itself. 

_ This kind of split is at work in the paintings of the American 

“realist” Edward Hopper; Hopper has claimed in some of his well- 


i, 
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known statements that he does not like people, that people a 
uninteresting, that they are strange to him; and one can actually ae 
in his pictures how the human figure is depicted neutrally, wags 
interest, whereas there is a very much more intense feeling foe 
particular types of objects, above all his famous empty sunlit wwii 
dows. In a very precise sense, one could say that in these objects — 
although, or rather just because, man is absent from them — the human 
dimension is intensely striking, that (if we could hazard a Heidegger- 
ian formula) this dimension is presented by means of the very absence 
of man. A man is more present in these traces than in his direct 
physical presence; only through such traces (a half-raised curtain in the 
window, and so on) is the authentic “human” dimension effectivel 
rendered ~ as in the well-known experience after somebody’s death 
when it is by going over his remaining everyday personal objects — his 
wniting-table, little objects in his bedroom — that we become aware of 
who the deceased really was; that is to say, in Hegelese, of his Notion. 

Hopper’s paintings thus depict some non-X (inanimate, “dead” 
objects: empty streets, fragments of apartment buildings) which is 

more X than X itself’; in which human dimensions are revealed 
more than in man himself. And, as we have already seen, the supreme 
case, the case which is the very exemplar of this paradoxical reversal, is 
the signifier itself: as soon as we enter the symbolic order, the “thing” is 
more present in the word that designates it than in its immediate 
presence — the weight of an elephant is more conspicuous when we 
pronounce the word “elephant” than when a real elephant enters the 
room. 

Therein consists the enigma of the status of the father in psychoana- 
lytic theory: the non-coincidence of symbolic and real father means 
precisely that some ‘“‘non-father”’ (maternal uncle, the supposed com- 
mon ancestor, totem, spirit — ultimately the signifier “father” itself) is 

more father” than the (real) father. It is for this reason that Lacan 
designates the Name-of-the-Father, this ideal agency that regulates 
legal, symbolic exchange, as the “paternal metaphor”: the symbolic 
father is a metaphor, a metaphoric substitute, a sublation [Aufhebung] 
of the real father in its Name which is “more father than father 
himself”, whereas the “‘non-sublated” part of the father appears as the 
obscene, cruel and oddly impotent agency of the superego. In a way 
Freud was already aware of it when, in Totem and Taboo, he wrote that. 
following the primordial parricide, the dead father “returns stronger 
than when he was alive” — the crucial word here is “returns”, which 
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ates how we should conceive another mysterious sounding prop- 
tion of Lacan — that father is a symptom: the symbolic father is a 
ymptom in so far as it is the “return of the repressed” primordial 
her, the obscene and traumatic Father-Enjoyment that terrorized 
ts horde.”° 

F What, however, we have to bear in mind apropos of the primordial 


Rither-Enjoyment is again the logic of the “‘deferred action’; the fact 


Bat the non-symbolized father changes into the horrifying spectre of 
ie Father-Enjoyment only backwards, retroactively, after the sym- 

ic network is already here: “‘Father-Enjoyment” ultimately just fills 
last a structural insufficiency of the symbolic function of the Name-of- 
Father, its original status is that of a leftover produced by the 
ure of the operation of sublation [Aufhebung] which establishes the 
ie of the Name-of-the-Father; its allegedly “original” status (“pri- 


rordial father”) results from an illusion of perspective by means of 


ich we perceive the remainder as the point of origins.” 


En another approach, Lacan determines the Name-of-the-Father as 


metaphoric substitute of the desire of the mother — that is to say: 


Name-of-the-Father 


desire of the mother 
i, 
To grasp it, one has only to recall Hitchcock’s North by Northwest, the 
‘precise moment in the film when Roger O. Thornhill is “mistakenly 
aidentified”’ as the mysterious “George Kaplan” and thus hooked on his 
‘Name-of-the-Father, his Master-Signifier: it is the very moment when 
che raises his hand in order to comply with his mother’s desire by 
‘phoning her. What he gets in return from the Other — that is to say, 
“what he gets in the place of the mother’s desire he wants to comply with 
~is “Kaplan”, his paternal metaphor. North by Northwest thus presents 
a case of “successful” substitution of the paternal metaphor for the 
mother’s desire. One is even tempted to risk the hypothesis that North 
by Northwest presents a kind of spectral analysis of the figure of the 
father, separating it into its three components: the imaginary father (the 
United Nations official whose stabbing in the lobby of the General 
Assembly — the parricide — is attributed to Thornhill); the symbolic 
father (‘“‘Professor”, the CIA official who concocted the nonexistent 
“George Kaplan”’) and the real father (the tragic, obscene and impotent 
figure of Van Damm, Thornhill’s principal adversary). 
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A film like Shadow of a Doubt, on the contrary, displays the dir, 
consequences of the failure of this metaphoric substitution: the Bieivc 
of this film is usually centred on the dual relationship of the a 
Charlies (the young niece and her murderous uncle); what is thus lef 
out of consideration is the presence of the crucial third element which 
brought them together - namely, the mother’s desire: Uncle Charlie 
visited the family in response to the mother’s (his sister’s) desire. In 
other words, the lesson of the film is that the dual relationship ends - a 
murderous impasse when the third element that mediates between its 


poles remains mother’s desire and is not ‘‘sublated” in the paternal 
metaphor. 


The ultimate proof that Hegel’s articulation of the four species of 
judgement does follow an inherent logic lies in the fact that its 
consistency is that of the Greimasian “semiotic square” of necessity/ 
possibility/impossibility/contingency: 


Necessary qe Impossible 


Possible Contingent 


The fundamental category of the judgement of existence is that of 
impossibility (its “truth” is the infinite judgement where the relation- 
ship between subject and predicate is posited as impossible); the 
judgement of reflection is characterized by possibility Gaamely: the 
possibility of the ever-more-comprehensible correspondence berween 
subject and predicate); the judgement of necessity asserts a necessary 
relationship between subject and predicate (as is evident from its very 
name), whereas the judgement of Notion exhibits the ultimate con- 
tingency upon which necessity itself depends. Do we have to add how 
this notional apparatus is related to the Lacanian triad of ISR? The 
status of impossibility is real (‘‘real as impossible’); every necessity is 
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ii ately a symbolic one; imaginary is the domain of what is “poss- 
je”, whereas the emergence of the symptom which links together the 
ree dimensions of ISR is radically contingent. 


NOTES 


From this perspective, even the theory that epitomizes the horror and imbecility 
alinist ‘dialectical materialism” — the infamous “theory of reflection” — could be 
a new twist in so far as one interprets it on the level of “squared reflection”. An 
logical edifice fails by definition, of course, to “reflect correctly” the social reality 
which it is embedded; yet this very “surplus” of distortion is in itself socially 
rmined, so that an ideology “reflects” its social context through the very way its 
tflection”” is distorted. 
'2, In passing, the same is true of the various popular Heideggerian “histories of 
g” where the history of the West is reduced to a succession of episodes as ways of 
closure of Being (the Greek epoch, Cartesian subjectivity, post-Hegelian “will to 
er”, and so on): what is lost here is the way each epochal experience of the truth of 
g is a failure, a defeat of thought’s endeavour to capture the Thing. Heidegger 
mself — at least in his great moments ~ never fell into this: so, for example, the 
mphasis of his interpretation of Schelling’s Treatise on Human Freedom is that Schelling 
Rad a presentiment of a certain kernel which remained unthought in all previous 
f@etaphysical tradition, yet about which he simultaneously blinded himself when he 
formulated it in the categories of Aristorelian metaphysics (Hélderlin put this kernel 
jfnto words more appropriately in his poems). 
4° 3. Soitis actually much less “racist” than the kind of “understanding the Other in its 
iiversity” — by which we preserve a safe distance from the Other and erase everything 
fom our experience of the Other that could “disturb” our subjective position — a 
(direct, rude resentment of the Other, which some years ago an English anthropologist 
ipxemplified when he wrote, after studying a Nigerian tribe for some years, that he had 
‘ever seen a more corrupt tribe, that they instinctively and systematically tried to 
exploit and deceive him, and so on. 

4. See Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, New 

York: Herder & Herder 1972. 

5. See Gillian Rose, Hegel contra Sociology, London: Athlone 1981, pp. 48 ff. 

6. On a different conceptual level, it is the same with what Lacan designates as the 
“subject of the signifier” (as opposed to the “subject of the signified”). Every signifier 
by definition misrepresents the subject, distorts it, yet the subject does not possess any 
Ontological consistency outside this series of signifying (mis)representations — its entire 
“identity” consists in its lack of identity, in the distance that separates it from the identity 
that could have been conferred upon it by an “adequate” signifying representation. In 

_ Short, the “subject of the signifier” is ultimately nothing but che name for a certain limit 
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= Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, London: Verso 1989, pp. 207-9. 
oe fe deer zs ie “infinite judgement” is the clearest proof of how wrong is 
ing of Hegel according to which he considers our “ordi E 
inary” language a 
fae pean ahd rad to fis the finesse of dialectical seed Gines mee 
erstanding, of “‘abstract’’ determinations. Such a (mi di 
- mis)reading of course 
es bs of another, ethereal language that would avoid the clumsiness of our 
oe y Bini and immediately give adequate expression to speculative movement 
ee me such a language is accessible to gods, whereas we common mortals are 
lortunately condemned to the vulgar instrument at our disposal, forced to think, to 
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ourselves, “‘in language against language itself” . . . . To anyone versed in 
; procedure, it should be clear that such a notion completely misses his point, 
ET ty is that in order to capture the speculative movement we do not need any other, 
pg adequate language: our “ordinary” language is more than sufficient ~ all we have 
io is, so to speak, to take it more literally than it takes itself; to become aware of how 
. the most crude judgements succeed by means of their very failure. 

To put it succinctly: “speculative judgement” is the same thing as an ordinary 
Beeement of Understanding, only read over twice — the failure of the first reading forces 
o accomplish the dialectical shift of perspective and to discern success in failure 
- “The Spirit is a bone”, for example: the first reading results in utter dismay, 
Hlare, a sense of absurd incompatibility between the subject and its predicate ~ yet all 
ibe hiave to do is to observe how the speculative notion of “subject” consists precisely in 
Ai radical incompatibility, split, negativity. Or, to put it another way: all we have to 
ip to arrive at the speculative truth of a proposition of Understanding is to comprise in its 
Ipaning our subjective position of enunciation: to realize that what we first take for our 
eshiective” reaction to it ~ the sense of failure, incompatibility, discord — defines the 
thing itself”. So, contrary to the expanded doxa, Hegel does not speak a kind of 
Boteric “private language”: he speaks the same language as we all do, only more so. 
‘20. The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book I, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 
R68, pp. 242-3. 

p21. Quoted from P.-D. Dognin, Les “sentiers escarpés” de Karl Marx I, p. 72. 

; 22. There is much talk today about the obsolescence of the difference between Right 
fad Left; in order not to be deceived it is useful to remember the asymmetry of these 
tions: a leftist is somebody who can say “I ama left-winger” — that is, recognize the 
Oplit, the Left/Right distinction; whereas a right-winger can invariably be recognized 
by the way he positions himself in the centre and condemns all “extremism” as ‘‘old- 
agent In other words, the Right/Left distinction is perceived as such (in Hege- 
ieee: posited) only from a Left perspective, whereas the Right perceives itself'as being in 
the “centre”; it speaks in the name of the “Whole”; it rejects the split. The articulation 
$f the political space is thus a paradox well exemplified by the deadlocks of sexuation: it 
js not simply the articulation into two poles of the Whole, but one pole (the Left) 
fepresents the split as such; the other (the Right) denies it, so that the political split Left/ 
Right necessarily assumes the form of the opposition between “Left” and “centre”, 
with the place of the “Right” remaining empty — the Right is defined by the fact that its 
‘adherents can never say of themselves in the first person “I am a right-winger”, they 
appear as such only from a Left perspective. 

23. Dieter Henrich, Hegel im Kontext, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag 1971, p. 163. 

24. Stephen Jay Gould, Wonderful Life, London: Hutchinson Radius 1990. 

25. Apropos of Joyce, Lacan speaks of the symptom [“‘sinthome”] as a substitute- 
formation that enables the psychotic to elude the disintegration of his symbolic 
universe; as an agency that the subject builds up to supplement the failure of the Name- 
of-the-Pather as “quilting point” [point de capiton] of his discourse; in the case of Joyce, 
this “sinthome” was, of course, literature itself. (See Jacques Lacan, “Joyce le symp- 
téme” J-Il, in Joyce avec Lacan, Paris: Navarin Editeur 1987.) What one has to do here is 
to reverse and at the same time universalize this logic of substitution: it is not just that the 
“sinthome” acts as a substitute for the defective symbolic Father; the point is rather that 
father as suchis already a symptom covering up a certain defectiveness, inconsistency, of 
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the symbolic universe. In other words, the st 
the father to the father itself as symptom. 


26. This is why Lacan designates the spectre of the Father-Enjoyment as the 


neurotic’s fantasy-construction; as his attem: i i i 
: pt to fill out the impasse of i 
towards the symbolic father. etre Se 


ep one has to make is from the symptom of 


4 


On the Other 


————_________ Em 


I Hysteria, CERTAINTY AND DOUBT 


Wittgenstein as a Hegelian 


Logic, Hegel “‘stages’”’ identity (imagines a subject saying “Plant is 
. a plane”) and thus arrives at its truth — that is to say, demonstrates 
Bhat identity-with-itself consists in the absolute contradiction, in the 
Boincidence of the (logical) subject with the void at the place of the 
nected, but failed, predicate. By translating the identity of an object 
= itself into the satirical scene of a subject’s procedure, Wittgenstein 
if the Philosophical Investigations is here extremely close to Hegel: 


“A thing is identical with itself.” - There is no finer example of a useless 
' proposition, which yet is connected with a certain play of the imagination. 
‘It is as if in imagination we put a thing into its own shape and saw that it 
’ fitted. [We might also say: “Every thing fits into itself.” Or again: “Every 
‘thing fits into its own shape.” At the same time we look at a thing and 
imagine that there was a blank left for it, and that now it fits into it exactly. ] 
Does this spot ® “fit” into its white surrounding? — But that is just how it 
would look if there had been a hole in its place and it then fitted into the 
hole... 1 


Like Hegel, Wittgenstein determines identity-with-itself as the para- 

doxical coincidence of a thing with its own empty place: the notion of 

“‘identity-with-itself” has no sense outside this “play of the imagina- 
tion” in which a thing occupies its space; outside this procedure of 
‘staging”’. 

The crucial point here is that such a notion of identity implies the 
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presence of the symbolic order: for an object to “coincide” with its 
empty place, we must in advance “‘abstract” it from its place ~ only in 
this way are we able to perceive the place without the object. In other 
words, the object’s absence can be perceived as such only within a 
differential order in which absence as such acquires positive value 
(which is why, according to Lacan, the experience of castration equals 
the introduction of the symbolic order: by way of this experience, the 
phallus is, so to speak, ‘“‘abstracted” from its place).? To determine 
more closely this uncanny proximity of Hegel and Wittgenstein, let us 
take as our starting point Lacan’s designation of Hegel as “the most 
sublime of all hysterics” ~ is it just an empty witticism or does it stand 
rigorous theoretical examination? Let us answer this dilemma by 


starting with the most basic question: What characterizes the subjec- 
tive position of a hysteric? 


Hegel’s hysterical theatre 


The elementary form of hysteria, hysteria par excellence, is the so- 
called “conversion hysteria” [Konversionshysterie], where the subject 

gives body” to his deadlock, to the kernel that he is unable to put in 
words, by means of a hysterical symptom, the abnormality ofa part of 
his body or bodily functions (he starts to cough without any apparent 
physical reason; he repeats compulsive gestures; his leg or hand 
stiffens, although there is nothing medically wrong with it, and so 
on). In this precise sense we speak of hysterical conversion: the impeded 
traumatic kernel is “converted” into a bodily symptom, the psychic 
content that cannot be signified in the medium of common language 
makes itself heard in a distorted form of “body language”. 

From this brief sketch, one can already guess where the connection 
with Hegel lies: a homologous conversion is what defines “figures of 
consciousness” in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. “Lordship and 
Bondage”, “Unhappy Consciousness”, “Law of the Heart”, “Abso- 
lute Freedom”, and so on, are not just abstract theoretical positions; 
what they name is always also a kind of “existential dramatization” of 
a theoretical position whereby a certain surplus is produced: the 

dramatization” gives the lie to the theoretical position by bringing 
out its implicit presuppositions.? 

In “dramatizing” his position, the subject renders manifest what 
remains unspoken in it, what must remain unspoken for this position 
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o maintain its consistency. In other words, the “dramatization” 
beflects the conditions of a theoretical position overlooked by the 
gubject who holds to it: the “figure of consciousness’’ stages 
figures”) the concealed truth of a position — in this sense, every 
figure of consciousness” implies a kind of hysterical theatre. We can 
gee already how the logic of this dramatization subverts the classical 
idealist relationship of a theoretical Notion and its exemplification: far 
from reducing exemplification to an imperfect illustration of the Idea, 
‘the staging produces “examples” which, paradoxically, subvert the very 
idea they exemplify — or, as Hegel would say, the imperfection of the 
fexample with regard to the Idea is an index of the imperfection proper 
go the Idea itself. 
© What we have here is quite literally a “conversion”: the figuration 
(‘acting out”) of a theoretical impasse (of the “unthought” of a 
‘theoretical position) and at the same time the inversion best rendered by 
‘one of Hegel’s constant rhetorical figures: when, for example, Hegel 
‘deals with the ascetic’s position, he says that the ascetic converts the 
‘denial of the body into the embodied denial. Here, we must take care not to 
‘mistake this inversion for the simple mirror-reversal that just turns the 
elements round within the confines of the same configuration: the 
‘erucial point is that the Hegelian conversion is “mediated” by an 
impossibility — since the ascetic is unable to deny the body (this would 
‘simply mean death), the only thing that remains to him is to embody 
‘denial itself — to organize his bodily life as a standing disavowal and 
‘fenunciation. His own practice thereby subverts the theoretical posi- 
tion according to which the earthly, bodily life is inherently null and 
worthless: all the time he is preoccupied with his body, inventing new 
ways of mortifying and pacifying it, instead of assuming an indifferent 
distance towards it. The passage from one “figure of consciousness” 
to the next occurs when the subject takes cognizance of this gap 
separating his “enunciated” (his theoretical position) from his position 
of enunciation and assumes thereby what he unknowingly staged as 
his new explicit theoretical position: each “figure of consciousness”, 
SO to speak, stages in advance what will become the next position. 
And what is hysteria if not the bodily staging of the same rhetorical 
figure? According to Lacan, the fundamental experience of man qua 
being-of-language is that his desire is impeded, constitutively dissatis- 
fied: he ‘doesn’t know what he really wants”. What the hysterical 
“conversion” accomplishes is precisely an inversion of this impedi- 
ment: by means of it, the impeded desire converts into a desire for 
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impediment, the unsatisfied desire converts into a desire for unsatisfaction- 
a desire to keep our desire “open’”’; the fact that we “don’t know wiae 
we really want”’ — what to desire — converts into a desire not to know, a 
desire for ignorance . . . . Therein consists the basic paradox of the 
hysteric’s desire: what he desires is above all that his desire itself should 
remain unsatisfied, hindered — in other words: alive as a desire. Lacan 
demonstrated this with brilliance apropos of the dream of the “merry 
butcher’s wife” quoted by Freud:* as a defiance to Freud, to his theory 
that a dream is a fulfilled wish, she proposed a dream in which the wish 
is not fulfilled; the solution to this enigma, of course, is that her true 
desire was precisely that her too-compliant husband should for once 
not satisfy her whim, thus keeping her desire open and alive. This 
conversion confirms the “reflective” nature of desire: desire is always 
also a desire for desire itself, a desire to desire or not to desire something. 
Do we need to add that the same conversion is at work already in the 
Kantian notion of the Sublime?> The paradox of the Sublime, in other 
words, is in the conversion of the impossibility of presentation into the 
presentation of impossibility: it is not possible to present the transphe- 
nomenal Thing-in-itself within the domain of phenomena, so what 
we can do is present this very impossibility and thus ‘render palpable” the 
transcendent dimension of the Thing-in-itself. Furthermore, do we 
not encounter the same mechanism in the most notorious formal 
aspect of the Hegelian dialectics, that of the “‘concrete”, “determinate” 
negation ~ negation the result of which is not an empty nothingness 
but a new positivity? What we have here, then, is the same reflective 
inversion of “negation of [determinate] being” into “[determinate] 
being of negation”: the determinate being qua negation’s outcome is 
nothing but a form in which negation as such assumes positive existence. 
This aspect is lost in the usual comprehension of “concrete” nega- 
tion, where negativity is grasped as the intermediary, passing moment 
of the Notion’s self-mediation; it is wrong to say that the final Result 
“sublates” negativity by making it a subordinate moment of the 
concrete totality ~ the point is rather that the new positivity of the 
Result is nothing but positivized power of the Negative. This is how 
one has to read the much-quoted propositions from the Preface to 
Phenomenology of Spirit defining Spirit as the power to look the 
negative in the face and convert it into being: one “‘tarries with the 
negative” not by abstractly opposing it to the positive but by conceiv- 
ing positive being itself as materialization of Negativity — as “met- 
onymy of Nothing”, to use the Lacanian expression. 
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;As we have already seen, the only philosophical counterpart to this 
Regelian strategy of subverting a theoretical position by means of its 
itaging”, its “conversion” into a determinate existential attitude, is 
Be“ ‘scenic’ character of Wittgenstein’s presentation”® ~ of Wittgen- 
win-II, the Wittgenstein of Philosophical Investigations, of course. That 
i to say, how does Wittgenstein proceed in solving a philosophical 
ieoblem which — when approached directly, in its immediate, abstract 
rm — appears to be a dark, insoluble deadlock? By withdrawing from 

“thing itself” (the problem in its general philosophical form) and 
Joncentrating on its “exemplifications” — on the “uses” of the notions 
hat define the problem within our everyday “life-form”’. 

Let us take, for example, the basic notion of the philosophy of 
Baind, such as remembering, imagining, calculating: if we tackle the 
Broblem directly and ask “What is the real nature of remembering, 
magining, calculating?”, we are sooner or later drawn into the blind 

y of fruitless ruminations about different kinds of “mental events’, 
ad so on. What Wittgenstein proposes we do is to replace our original 
iuestion with the question ‘‘What are the circumstances we presuppose 
when we say of someone ‘He suddenly remembered where he had left his 
pat’, ‘He imagined the house he wanted’, or ‘He calculated the number in 
; head?’” To philosophical common sense, such a procedure 
appears, of course, like “evading the real issue”; whereas the dialecti- 
fal approach recognizes in the scenic dramatization which displaces 
5 4e question, replacing the abstract form of the problem with concrete 
pcenes of its actualization within a life-form, the only possible access to 
ts truth — we gain admittance to the domain of Truth only by stepping 
back, by resisting the temptation to penetrate it directly. 

i In other (Hegelian) words, the only solution of a philosophical 
‘problem is its displacement —a reformulation of its terms which makes 
dt disappear as a problem. Far from implying a common-sense attitude 
M@sually (and wrongly) associated with Wittgenstein-Il, such a strategy 
is the very heart of the Hegelian procedure: a problem disappears when 
Wwe take into account (when we “stage’’) its context of enunciation. Therein 
-Wittgenstein’s “A method will now be shown by means of exam- 

Ples”:” as with Hegel's “staging”, what is at stake here is not an 

“illustration” of general propositions — examples here are not “mere 

examples” but “scenic presentations” which render manifest its 

unspoken presuppositions. These Wittgensteinian “‘stagings” are not 

Without satirical sting, as in Philosophical Investigations 38, where he 

ironizes over the philosophical problem of naming - of hooking 
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“words” on to “objects” 


we have to add that (unknowingly, 
here the dialectic of “sense certainty” 
of Spirit, where Hegel likewise subv. 
a“ brs 97 = 

staging” a subject pointing at an obj i 

é ject and repeating over an 

“This! Here! Now!” . . . oe oe 

= content of Wittgenstein’s “behaviourism” is therefore the 
aaediaes to translate, to transpose, “meaning” as fetishistic, “rej- 
ve : a : : 

Siven entity, a “property of the word”, into a series of the ways 


we use this word — or, to refer to Wittgenste 


2 this’ in’s own example, if I say 
The king in chess is the piece that one can check”, this “can mean no 


more than that in our game of chess we only check the king”.® Henr 

Staten adds a keen comment to this: “Notice the precise deneibn 
Wittgenstein makes here. What looks like a property of the king is 
being translated into a remark about how we do something.” In Hegel- 
ese: the property of an object is found to be its eataemunaaae of 


. a? ' . 
reflection [Reflexionsbestimmung]; the reflection-into-the-object of 
our own, the subject’s, dealing with it. !° 


Cogito and the forced choice 


What is the dimension, the common medium 


, enabling us to * - 
ee g ‘0 “com: 


fe — to conceive as part of the same lineage ~ Hegel and Wittgen- 

stein? The Heideggerian answer here would be quick and 
unambiguous: both belong to the tradition of Cartesian subjectivity. 
What we will try to bring out is, on the contrary, the way both 
Wittgenstein and Hegel call into question the Cartesi 
certainty through radical doubt. 

Let us start with the paradoxes of the Cartesian cogito itself as the 
are exhibited by Lacan. The crucial fact which, asa rule : 
in silence is that there are two different, even witiia 
interpretations of the Cartesian cogito in Lacan’s teaching. One usuall 
considers only the interpretation from Seminar XI which pichves 
Cogito as resulting from a forced choice of thought: the subject is 
confronted with a choice “to think or to be”; if he chooses bein he 
loses all (including being itself, since he has being only as chiding} if 
he chooses thought, he gets it, but truncated of the part where anc 


an tradition of 


is passed over 
lly exclusive, 


— by imagining a solitary scene wi 

. . » . ith 
Philosopher in the immediate presence of an object, at which he saree 
compulsively repeating its name or even the word “This! This!” — do 
probably) Wittgenstein resumes 
from Chapter I of Phenomenology 
erts sense certainty by means of 
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isume that by choosing thought the subject secured himself a small 
: fece of being; obtained the certainty of “I” as ‘thinking substance” 
ies cogitans]. According to Lacan, Descartes thereby misrecognized 
v proper dimension of his own gesture: the subject which is left as a 
mainder of the radical doubt is not a substance, a ‘“‘thing which 
e inks”, but a pure point of substanceless subjectivity, a point which is 
Mothing but a kind of vanishing gap baptized by Lacan “subject of the 
eignifier” (in opposition to the “subject of the signified’), the subject 
Yacking any support in positive, determinate being." 

In the shadow of these renowned theses from Seminar XI, one 
qisually forgets the fact that two years later, in the seminar on Logic of 
Fantasy (1966-7), Lacan accomplished one of the reversals of his 
previous position so characteristic of his procedure and proposed the 
‘Opposite reading of Cartesian doubt. While he still maintains that the 
‘terms of cogito are defined by a forced choice between thought and 
being, he now claims that the subject is condemned to a choice of 
being: the Unconscious is precisely the thought lost by this choice of 
‘being. Lacan’s new paraphrase of cogito ergo sum is therefore: I (the 
subject) am in so far as it (Es, the Unconscious) thinks. The Unconscious 
4s literally the “thing which thinks” and as such inaccessible to the 
‘subject: in so far as I am, I am never where “‘it thinks”. In other words, 
‘Lam only in so far as something is left unthought: as soon as I encroach 
‘too deeply into this domain of the forbidden/impossible thought, my 
very being disintegrates. 

What we have here is the fundamental Lacanian paradox of a being 
founded upon misrecognition: the “unconscious” is a knowledge 
which must remain unknown, the “repression” of which is an onto- 
logical condition for the very constitution of being.'* The being 
chosen by the subject has of course its support in fantasy: the choice of 
being is the choice of fantasy which procures frame and consistency to 
what we call “reality”, whereas the ‘‘unconscious” designates scraps 
of knowledge which subverts this fantasy-frame. 

The consequences of this shift are more far-reaching than they may 
appear: through it, the emphasis of the notion of transference is radically 
displaced. In Seminar XI, Lacan defines transference as a supposed 
knowledge relying upon being (that is, upon the “objet petit a” qua 
remainder-semblance of being lost in the forced choice of meaning), 
whereas in the Logic of Fantasy, transference is conceived as a break- 
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through into the domain of knowledge (thought) lost in the forced 
choice of being. Transference emerges when knowledge lost in the 
choice of being is “transferred” to an object (the subject towards 
which we maintain a relationship of transference) — that is to say, when 
we presuppose that this object (subject) possesses knowledge the loss 
of which is a condition of our very being. First, we had knowledge 
that relied on the remainder-semblance of being; now, we have being 
(of the subject towards which we maintain a relationship of transfer- 
ence) on to which some impossible/real knowledge is hooked. 
In the background of this shift we find one of the crucial changes 
between the Lacanian teaching of the 1950s and his teaching of the 
1970s: the change of emphasis in the relationship between subject and 
object. In the heyday of the 1950s, the object was devalorized and the 
aim of the psychoanalytic process was consequently defined as ‘“‘(re)- 
subjectivization”’: translation of the “‘reified” content into the terms of 
the intersubjective dialectic; whereas in the 1970s, the object within 
subject comes to the fore: what procures dignity for the subject is 
agalma, what is ‘in him more than himself”, the object in him.'3 More 
precisely: in the 1950s, the object is reduced to a medium, a pawn, in 
the intersubjective dialectic of recognition (an object becomes object 
in the strict psychoanalytic sense in so far as the subject discerns in it 
the other’s desire: I desire it not for its own sake but because it is 
desired by the other); in the 1970s, on the contrary, the object which 
comes to the fore is the objet petit a, the object which renders possible 
the transferential structuring of the relation between subjects (I sup- 
pose a knowledge in another subject in so far as “there is in him 
something more than himself”, a).. This is why, from the 1960s 
onwards, Lacan avoids speaking of “intersubjectivity”, preferring the 
term “discourse” (in clear opposition to the 1950s, when he repeated 
again and again that the domain of psychoanalysis is that of intersub- 
Jectivity): what distinguishes “discourse” from “intersubjectivity” is 
precisely the addition of the object as fourth element to the triad of the 
(two) subjects and the big Other as medium of their relationship. 

To return to the Lacanian reading of the Cartesian cogito, however: 
what both versions of it have in common is that Lacan, in opposition 
to Descartes, insists on the irreducible gap separating thought from 
being: as a subject, I never am where I think. Taking this gap into 
account renders it possible to formulate what Lacan, in his Seminar XI, 
calls “the Freudian cogito”: the Freudian step from doubt to certainty; 
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the Freudian way to confirm our certainty by means of the doubt 
we : iati “T think, therefore I am” is 
. According to Lacan, Freud’s variation on “T think, therefor i 
where the subject [analysand] has doubts, we can be sure that there is 
isnconscious”: the analysand’s doubts, his hesitation and Saka to 
accepting an interpretation proposed by the analyst, = the ae 
possible proof that the analyst’s intervention has stirred up ae 
traumatic unconscious nerve. As long as the subject ear e€ 
gnalyst’s interpretations without disturbance and sce ee ave 
not yet touched “‘it’”’; a sudden emergence of resistance (ranging si 
jronic doubt to horrified refusal) confirms that we are finally on the 
- “a os ‘of their formal resemblance, the inherent logic ue 
Freudian mode of using doubt as a lever to reach certainty : ers 
radically from the Cartesian reversal of doubt into certainty: here, 
doubt is used not as a hyperbolic gesture of suspending every oe 
heterogeneous to it, but on the contrary as the ultimate oe at 
there is some traumatic, insistent kernel eluding the reach : our 
‘thought. Again, the only philosophical homology to this ae ure is 
that of the Hegelian strategy of recognizing heteronomy int ee 
"way a consciousness asserts its autonomy (like the ascetic who exhi a 
his dependence on the material world by his very obsession wi 
‘getting rid of it). 
ono oat however, is not certainty about the unconscious: 
he does not reduce the subject’s doubt to his resistance to the uncon- 
scious truth. As to the problem of “scepticism”, of calling into 
question our most assured everyday certitudes, Lacan is far more 
radical than Descartes: his ‘“‘scepticism”’ concerns wnat the late ho 
genstein defined as the field of “objective certainty”, the field whic! 
Lacan baptized “‘the big Other”. 


“Objective certainty” 


Wittgenstein’s reference to the “objective certainty” embedded in the 
very “‘life-form” is an answer to a doubt which goes even a step 
further than the Cartesian one. That is to say, Wittgenstein calls into 
question the very coherence and consistency of our thinking: How do 
I know that I think at all? How can] be sure that the words I use mean 
what I think they do? By means of a reference to the “life-form”, 
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Wittgenstein endeavours to discern a foothold always-already Presup- 
posed in our language games, including the game of philosophical] 
doubt. Here, we must be precise in order to avoid missing his crucial 
emphasis: “‘life-form” is — unlike the Cartesian cogito — not a remainder 
that withstands even the most radical doubt; it is simultaneously less 
and more: it is the agency that makes every kind of radical scepticism 
simply meaningless by wearing away its very ground. In other words, 
it is not the agency which stands the test, which solves the question, an 
answer to it, but the agency which forces us to renounce the very question 
as false. 

In a first approach, Wittgenstein’s solution seems to be to rely ona 
fundamental level of belief, acceptance, trust ~ by the very act of 
speaking, we partake in the basic social pact, we presuppose the consis- 
tency of the language order: “Our learning is based on believing.”'*/ 
“Knowledge is in the end based on acceptance-recognition”’ [ Anerkenn- 
ung].'°/“‘A language game is only possible, if one trusts something.””"® 
However, we must be careful here not to mistake the subject of this 
acceptance-recognition for the Cartesian subject: the “big Other” on 
whose consistency the subject relies here is not the Cartesian God who 
does not deceive. Wittgenstein’s point is that our knowing, thinking, 
speaking, make sense only as moments of a determinate “life-form” 
within the frame of which individuals relate practically to each other 
and to the world that surrounds them. “To speak” means to relate to 
objects in the world, to address our neighbours, and so on; which is 
why questions like “How can I be sure that objects in the world 
actually correspond to the meaning of my words?” are strictly beside 
the point: they presuppose a gap which, were it to exist, would make 
the very act of speaking impossible. 

In order to isolate the specific level of this pact in which we partake 
by the very act of speaking, Wittgenstein introduces the difference 
between “‘subjective” and “objective” certainty. “Subjective cer- 
tainty” is a certainty subjected to doubt, it concerns states of things 
where the usual criteria of accuracy and falsity, of knowledge and 
ignorance, apply. The attitudes and beliefs that constitute “objective 
certainty” are on the contrary a priori not submitted to test and doubt: 
the act of calling them into question would undermine the very frame 
of our “‘life-form” and entail what psychoanalysis calls “loss of 
reality”. It is therefore superfluous and wrong even to say that 
“objective certainty” concerns things about which “we undoubtedly 
know they are true”: such an affirmation introduces a reflective 
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tgtance which is totally out of place, since the attitudes and beliefs of 
isk yjective certainty” form the very background against eed - 
9 y consistently doubt something, test it, and so on. Let us aay that 

sve doubts about the presence ofa table in the room next Gone I - 
Sand see that the table is there; if, now, somebody asks me, “But 
i you know that it was you who entered the room? How can you be 
that what you saw was a table?”’, it would be totally inappropriate 


w the table with my own eyes”... such questions (and answers 
Which implicitly accept ae validity) simply do not make sense 
Withi ame of our “life-form’”’. 
4 ww en calls ‘‘objective certainty” is therefore his enn 
“ part to the Lacanian “big Other”: the field ofa symbolic pact w! i 
¥ “always-already” here, which we “always-already accept = : 
lsecognize. The one who does not recognize it, the one anes 
Ma that of disbelief in the big Other, has a precise name in psyc cet : 
Bis: a psychotic. A psychotic is “‘mad” precisely ms far as he holds e 
pttitudes and beliefs excluded by the existing life-form’ : it is no 
accidental that Wittgenstein’s examples of propositions which ce oe 
question “objective certainty” (Wittgenstein panies at = 
name is not Ludwig Wittgenstein but Napoleon; somebody in the 
‘middle of a Scottish bog claiming he is in Trafalgar Square, and so on) 
yead like caricatural statements from jokes about madmen. So it seems 
that, after all, Wittgenstein does endorse his attachment to the > 
jan procedure in the very gesture of undercutting the abstract aa 
‘fogito: does not ‘objective certainty” play the role of the ultima ; 
foothold and horizon enabling us to get rid of the very possibility o 
: . 
cee last word, however, is not “objective certainty”: ina 
collection of his last fragments which bears somewhat of a Cartesian- 
‘sounding title — On Certainty — he asserts = irreducible _ na 
imperceptible and ineffable — gap separating objecave cereal : 
from “truth”. “Objective certainty” does not concern truth”; on the 
Contrary, it is ““a matter of attitude”, a stance implied by the ra 
life-form, where there is no assurance that “something really unean 
of!” will not emerge which will undermine “objective salen F 
upon which our “sense of reality” is grounded. Let us just recall : € 
worn-out case of a primitive Stone Age tribe confronted all of a 
sudden with television: this “box with living men in it cannot but 
Wear away their “objective certainty”, as an encounter with extra- 
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terrestrial life would do for us (or, as a matter of fact, as is alread h 
case with contemporary particle physics, with its theses on the Rs : 
Space continuum, on curved space, and so on). i 
In other words, Wittgenstein is well aware that life-forms ultim 
tely, so to speak, “float in empty space”; that they possess no “fj is 
ground under their feet” — or, to use Lacanian terms, that the es 
self-referring symbolic vicious circles maintaining a DaeOEE 
distance from the Real. This distance is empty; we cannot pinpoint an : 
positive, determinate fact that would call “objective certainty” se 
question since all such facts always-already appear against the unque : 
tionable background of “objective certainty”; yet it attests to she ne 
of support of the “big Other”, to its ultimate impotence, to the fact 
that, as Lacan would put it, “the big Other doesn’t exist that its 
status is that of an impostor, of pure pretence. And it is only here that 
Wittgenstein effectively breaks out of the Cartesian confines: b 
means of affirming a radical discontinuity between certitude ad 


oe Ld Pts 
truth”; of positing a certain i 
ty which, although unquestio 
5 nabl 
not guarantee its “‘truth”’.!8 saa ces 


From Ato § 


sneer fe earn 
istenc € consistency of our 
symbolic universe in the form of his “sceptical paradox”: “‘no course 
of action could be determined by a rule, because every course of action 
can be made out to accord with the rule.’””!? In short: every course of 
action that appears to infringe the established set of rules can retroac- 
tively be interpreted as an action in accordance with another set of 
rules. We all know the mathematical function of addition denoted b 
the word “plus”. Let us say, for example, that “68 + 57” is : 
computation that I have never performed before; when, finally, | 
perform it, I ascertain that “68 + 57 = 5”. Let us, farther super ae 
the word “‘quus”’ designates a rule of addition which gives the same 
result as “‘plus”, with the only exception that for “68 + 57”, it gives 
<2 ; $0, to the protestations of my bewildered companion I answer: 
How do you know this is a mistake? I simply followed another ile: 
for me, ‘plus’ means and has always meant “quus’, and ‘68 + 57 = 5’ is 
a correct application of quus!”’° 
It would of course be simple enough to refute this paradox within a 
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pmeneutical approach by way of pointing out how it presupposes a 
ietain distance towards “rule” which is not present in our everyday 
Etude: when, in our everyday life, we add up, we do not “follow” 
me rule external to the act — the “rule” is inherent to the act itself; it 
Kastitutes the very horizon within which it is possible to speak only 
Padding”, which is why, when we add up, we cannot first make an 
straction from its “rule” and then ask ourselves which was the rule 
pe followed. This hermeneutical horizon of meaning which is 
fways-already present as the inherent background of our operations — 
ind, as such, constitutes the very place from which we speak and which 
herefore cannot be called into question in a consistent way — is one of 
he dimensions of what Lacan designates as “the big Other”: the big 
= is always-already here; by means of our very act of speaking, 
We attest to our “belief” in it. 
‘ Yet the field of psychoanalysis is not confined to this dimension of 
ihe big Other — witness the crucial role the interpretation of slips of the 
iengue plays in it: they cannot be accounted for by the hermeneutical 
horizon. That is to say, is not a slip of the tongue precisely an act we 
did not succeed in performing in accordance with its inherent rule, yet 
where our very failure to follow the rule, our deviation from it, 
fecnrred in accordance with another, unknown rule (namely, the rule 
unearthed by its interpretation)? Is not the aim of interpretation 
precisely to discern a rule followed unknowingly where “common 
gense” sees nothing but meaningless chaos — in other words, to discern 
“gus”? where “common sense’ sees a simple mistake, a simple failure of our 
effort to follow “plus”? The analyst as “subject supposed to know” is 
supposed to know precisely the “quus”, the hidden rule we followed 
unknowingly, the rule that will retroactively confer meaning and 
consistency upon our slips . . . . In this way, however, we have just 
replaced the “big Other” of the hermeneutical horizon with another 
“big Other”, with another “rule” guaranteeing consistency of our 
speech: the “big Other” still exists, the analyst still functions as the 
guarantee that all our slips and errancies follow some hidden Rule. 
The ultimate conclusion to be drawn from the “‘sceptical paradox” 
is far more radical — it consists in the exact counterpart to Lacan's late 
thesis that “the big Other doesn’t exist”: if every infringement can be 
made out to accord with the rule, then, as Kripke puts it succinctly, 
“the ladder must finally be kicked away”: strictly speaking we never 
know what — if any — rule we are following. The consistency of our 
language, of our field of meaning, on which we rely in our everyday 
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life, is always a precarious, contingent bricolage that can, at any given 
moment, explode into a lawless series of singularities. “Wittgenstein- 
II”, the Wittgenstein of Philosophical Investigations, still thought it 
possible to elude this radical conclusion by means of a reference to the 
unquestionable foothold of “life-form”; it was only in On Certainty 
that he articulated his version of the “nonexistence of the big Other”, 

On Certainty therefore compels us to distinguish another 
Wittgenstein, “‘Wittgenstein-III”, from “Wittgenstein-II”: what 
“Wittgenstein-II” leaves out of consideration is the abyss, the 
“empty” distance, which forever separates a “life-form” from the 
non-symbolizable Real. The “unheard-of occurrences” the emergence 
of which undermine “objective certainty” are — to use Lacanian terms 
~ precisely the intrusions of some traumatic Real which entail a “loss 
of reality”. In On Certainty, Wittgenstein sketches three possible 
modes of the subject’s answer to such an “unheard-of occurrence”’; let 
us exemplify them by the already-mentioned case of contemporary 
physics. 

First, I can behave “rationally” and replace the previous certainty 
with doubt (“maybe particles do behave in this strange way, maybe 
matter is just curved space, although my common sense tells me this is 
absurd”); the second possibility is that such a shock completely 
undermines my capacity to think and to judge (“if nature behaves this 
way, then the universe is mad and nothing really consistent can be said 
about anything”); finally, I can simply refuse the new evidence and 
stick to my previous certainty (“all the ruminations about time-space 
continuum, about curved space, etc., are plain nonsense, you just have 
to open your eyes and experience how the world really is. . . ”). And 
what is ‘‘traumatism”’ in psychoanalysis if not such an ‘‘unheard-of 
occurrence” which, when fully assumed, undercuts the “objective 
certainty” that pertains to our “life-form’’? 

In other words, do not the three modes articulated by Wittgenstein 
correspond to three possible reactions of the subject to the intrusion of 
psychic traumatism: its assumption into the psychic apparatus, the 
disintegration of the apparatus, the refusal of the apparatus to take into 
account the traumatic occurrence? What is of special interest to us 
here, however, is that this inconsistency of the “big Other” (of the 
field of “objective certainty”, of “common knowledge”) has its 
reverse in the splitting of the subject itself, in its division into S1,a 
signifier that represents it within the symbolic order, and the leftover 
of the signifying representation, the pure void whose counterpart is 
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i non-symbolized object (a). Wittgenstein traced out this ee 
ec gh his refined observations upon the pen the pronoun 

tions; he resolutely refuses the idea that “P isa demonstrative 
noun by means of which a phrase self-referentially points towards 


subject of enunciation: 


K: When I say “Iam in pain”, Ido not point toa person whois in pain, st i 
1 certain sense I don’t know at all who is in pain. And this can be justified. 
I For the main point is: I did not say that such-and-such a Benoa in pain, 
; bue“lam...”... . What does it mean to know who is in pain? It see 

‘for example, to know which man in this room is in pain: for instance, the 
( one who is sitting there, or the one who is standing in that corner . . . . 


‘ i i i t criteria for the 
{. What am I getting at? At this, that there are many differen 


i “identity” of a person.” 
de 
ie 


e crucial point here is that, contrary to philosophical common 
se, “I” does not ensure the subject's identity: “I’’ is nothing but an 
mpty vanishing point of the “subject of the enunciation oe 
irrives at its identity only by means of its identification with ap aa in 
the symbolic network that structures social reality; it is only here that 
the subject becomes “somebody”; that we can answer the a, 
Who is in pain?”’. It is because of this distance between the subject ° 
the enunciation” and the “subject of the enunciated” that phrases like 
‘tL, Ludwig Wittgenstein, thereby engage myself sate are not 
pleonastic: the function of “Ludwig Wittgenstein is precisely ie 
supply an answer to the question “Who am I?”. When, instead ° 
simply saying “I maintain... ”, I say “I, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 
‘maintain. . . ”, I identify with a place in the symbolic intersubjective 
network. -% 
As Lacan points out in his analysis of Hamlet,” pritases like “I, 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, . . . ” attest the subject's ability to “pass to the 
act”, founded in the certainty of symbolic identification ~ of fully 
assuming a symbolic mandate. Hamlet himself, the very embodiment 
of obsessive procrastination, unable to “pass to the act’, becomes 
capable of acting at the exact moment when, in the last act of the play, 
he answers the rhetorical question ““Who am I?” “What is he whose 
‘grief / Bears such an emphasis?.../.. . this is I, Hamlet the Dane. 
It is the split between “I” and “Hamlet the Dane”, between the 
vanishing point of the subject of the enunciation and his support in 
symbolic identification, which is primordial: the moment of “passage 
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i oer : . 
i ra is nothing but an illusory moment of decision when th 
sss ; cing seems to coincide without remainder with his symb . 
ae pee ate. Wittgenstein is quite clear and univocal in his eS 
: ¢ primordial character of this split: “The word ‘I’ does not me 7 

esa : : i i he 
me as L.W.’ even if] am L. W., nor does it mean the same as th 

eat the person who is now speaking’.”4 . 

3 ae 

a = find ourselves back at the beginning, since it is precisely this 

ae s e see the hesitation of the subject fully to assume his 
olic mandate — which defines th iti i 
lic € position of a hysteric: what j 

= = ysteric: what is a 

a ra if not an I who resists full identification with the mandate 

u = Wittgenstein” (“father”, “wife”, “son”, “leader” “pupil” 
oe ie hc is Aaa theatre if not a staging of this resistance? 
€ ultimate domain of doubt and i i 
certainty: a certainty that “I” 

am my symbolic mandate, a doubt if “I’’ really am that : 


Il THe “Format Aspect” 


History of an apparition 


What is the first ‘‘materiali 
st reversal” of Hegel? One can locate it 
= it ae on 26 May 1828, in the central square of Nurem- 
n this day a young man appeared there, singularly dressed, of 
aes eeareae aaa his entire language consisted of a few fag: 
S of the Lord’s Prayer learnt by h i 
y heart and pronounced with 
Seeing errors, and of the enigmatic phrase “I want to become 
= ‘ ae as ie oa the design of an identification with 
— ; In his lett hand, he carried a paper with his n 
ame — 
peut Hauser ~ and the address of a Captain of the Nuremberg 
ete aes when ef see to speak “properly”, Kaspar told his 
: spent all his life alone in a “dark cave” 
hae l where a 
ee black man procured food and drink for him, until the 
i ae a wl Ne he dressed him and took him to Nuremberg, teaching 
Pa wp ae on the way.... He was entrusted to the Daumer 
oe are eee himself and became a celebrity: an 
Philosophical, psychological, pedagogical i 
research, even the object of politi Ra Vane ema 
> political speculation about his origi 
: y out his origin (was 
¢ the missing Prince of Baden?). After a couple of quiet jee i the 
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Soon of 14 December 1833, he was found mortally wounded with 
Buife, on his deathbed, he announced that his murderer was the same 
ack man” who had brought him to the central square of Nurem- 
iis five years earlier. . - 
ithough the sudden apparition of Kaspar Hauser provoked a shock 
ie pertains to this kind of brutal encounter with a real-impossible 
seems to interrupt the symbolic circuit of cause and effect, the 
yt surprising thing about it was that, in a sense, his arrival was 
ted: precisely as a surprise, he arrived on time. It is not only that 


ember the rumour that he was the Prince of Baden), or that the 
that the only objects in his “dark cave” were a couple of wooden 
nal figures pathetically realizes the myth of a hero saved by the 
nals who take care of him. The point is rather that towards the end 
the eighteenth century, the theme of a child living excluded from 
an community became the object of numerous literary and scien~ 
texts: it staged in a pure, “experimental” way the theoretical 
stion of how to distinguish in man the part that belongs to Culture 
m the part that belongs to Nature. 

Materially”, the emergence of Kaspar resulted from a series of 
foreseen and improbable accidents, yet from the formal standpoint, 
; as necessary: the epoch’s structure of Knowledge prepared the place 

it in advance. His apparition caused such a sensation precisely 

ause the empty place waiting to be filled was already there: a 
tury earlier or later, it would have passed unnoticed. To grasp this 
, this empty place preceding the content which fills it out — therein 
fPonsists the objective of Hegelian Reason; that is to say, of Reason in so 
tar as it is opposed to Understanding where a form expresses some 
positive, previous content. In other words: far from being surpassed 
"by his “materialist reversals”, Hegel accounted for them in advance . 


“Saying and meaning-to-say 


According to the dialectical Vulgate, Understanding is supposed to 
treat categories, notional determinations, as abstract, coagulated 
moments, cut off from their living totality, reduced to the particu- 
larity of their fixed identity; whereas Reason surpasses this level of 
Understanding by means of exhibiting the live process of subjective 
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(self-)mediation whose abstract, “dead” moments, whose “objectivi 
zations’, are the categories of Understanding. Where Wndetstandias 
sees only rigid determinations, Reason sees the living movcnee 
which engenders them. The distinction between Understanding and 
Reason is thus conceived as a kind of Bergsonian opposition between 
the flexible élan vital and inert matter, its product, accessible to 
Understanding. 

Such a conception misses entirely what is at stake in the Hegelian 
distinction between Reason and Understanding: Reason is in no way 
something “more” in relation to Understanding, it is definitely not a 
living movement which would elude the dead skeleton of the categor- 
ies of Understanding; on the contrary, Reason is Understanding itself 
in so far as it lacks nothing, in so far as there is nothing “‘beyond” it — 
the absolute Form beyond which there is no transcendent Content 
eluding its grasp. We remain stuck at the level of Understanding as 
long as we continue to believe that there is something beyond it, some 
unknown quantity above its reach — even though (and especially when) we 
call this Beyond “‘Reason”’! By accomplishing the pass to Reason, we do 
not “add” anything to Understanding; rather, we subtract sonigilling 
from it (the spectre of an Object persisting in its Beyond) — that is to 
say, we reduce it to its formal procedure: one “‘surpasses” Under- 
standing the moment one becomes aware of how it is already Under- 
standing itself which is the living movement of self-mediation one was 
looking for in vain in its Beyond. 

An awareness of this may help us to dispel a current misunderstand- 
ing as to the Hegelian critique of “abstract thought”. Habitually one 
retains from it the idea that common sense (or Understanding) “chinks 
abstractly” in so far as it subsumes the entire richness of an object in a 
particular determination: one isolates from the concrete network of 
soci ca that constitute a living totality one single feature — a 
man, for example, is identified wit inati 
“thief” or “traitor” ... and a facet ee 
pposed to 
compensate for this loss by helping us to rejoin the wealth of the 
concrete living totality. However, as Gérard Lebrun pointed out,” 
such a notion totally misrepresents the dialectical approach: as soon as 
one enters Logos, loss is irredeemable, what is lost is lost once and for 
all; or, to use Lacan’s terms, as soon as one speaks, the gap separating 
the Symbolic from the Real is irreducible. Far from lamenting this 
loss, Hegel rather praises ‘the immense power of Understanding 
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f The activity of dissolution is the power and work of the Understanding, the 
Fost astonishing and mightiest of powers, or rather the absolute power. 
Whe circle that remains self-enclosed and, like substance, holds its 
moments together, is an immediate relationship, one therefore which has 
nothing astonishing about it. But that an accident as such, detached from 
what circumscribes it, what is bound and is actual only in its context with 
“others, should attain an existence of its own and a separate freedom — this is 
the tremendous power of the negative; it is the energy of chought, of the 


fa other words, the concrete-of-thought is totally incommensurable 
ith the immediate concretion that pertains to the fullness of Life: the 
Kerogress” of dialectical thought in relation to Understanding in no 
ay consists in a “reappropriation”’ of this pre-discursive fullness — 
father, it entails the experience of its ultimate nullity; of how the 
richness that disappears on the way to symbolization is already in itself 
something disappearing. To put it succinctly: we pass from Under- 
tanding to Reason when we experience how the loss of immediacy by 
(Understanding is actually a loss of a loss, a loss of something without 
proper ontological consistency. 

i The error of Understanding does not consist in its striving to reduce 
the wealth of Life to abstract notional determinations: its supreme 
error is rather this very opposition between the concrete wealth of the 
‘Real and the abstract network of symbolic determinations — its belief 
$n an original fullness of Life supposedly eluding the network of 
‘symbolic determinations. When, consequently, one bemoans the 
iftegative power of Understanding which dismembers the living, 
‘organic totality, and contrasts it with the synthetic, healing capacity of 
‘Reason, one usually misses the crucial point: the operation of Reason 
does not consist in re-establishing the lost unity on a “higher” level, as 
a Whole which maintains the inner difference by positing it as its 
sublated moment, or some similar pseudo-Hegelian prattle. The 
passage from Understanding to Reason occurs when the subject 
becomes aware of how the organic Whole lost by Understanding 
“comes to be through being left behind’’; of how there is nothing beyond 
or previous to Understanding, of how this Beyond of an idyllic 
Organic Whole is retroactively posited (presupposed) by Under- 
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standing itself. The fundamental illusion of Understanding is precise} 
that there is a Beyond eluding its grasp, so, to put it succinctly, Reseda, 
is simply Understanding minus what it is supposed to be lacking, what 
is supposed to elude its grasp - in short: what appears to it as its 
inaccessible Beyond.?’ 

The worn-out formulae according to which Reason “sets in 
motion” the rigid categories of Understanding, introducing the dyna- 
mism of dialectical Life in them, thus fall prey to a misapprehension: 
far from “surpassing the limits of Understanding”, Reason marks the 
moment of reduction of all content of thought to the immanence of 
Understanding. The categories of Understanding “become fluid”, put 
in motion by dialectics, when one renounces the conception of them as 
fixed moments, “objectivizations”, of a dynamic process that sur- 
passes them — that is to say, when one locates the impetus of their movement 
in the immanence of their own contradiction. ‘Contradiction as the impetus 
of dialectical movement”: again a commonplace whose function is, in 
most cases, to spare us the effort of determining the precise nature of 
this “contradiction”. What then is, stricto sensu, this “‘contradiction” 
which sets in motion the dialectical process? 

On a first approach, one could determine it as the contradiction of a 
Universal with itself, with its own particular content: every universal 
totality, posited as “thesis”, necessarily contains within its particular 
elements “‘at least one” which negates the universal feature that defines 
it. Therein is its ‘symptomatic point”; the element which — within the 
field of universality — holds the place of its constitutive Outside, of 
what has to be “repressed” for the universality to constitute itself. 
Consequently, one does not compare the universality of a “thesis” 
with some Truth-in-itself to which it is supposed to correspond: one 
compares it fo itself, to its concrete content. One undermines a 
universal “thesis” by way of exhibiting the “stain” of its constitutive 
exception — let us just recall Marx’s Capital: the inherent logic of 
private ownership of the means of production (the logic of societies 
where producers themselves own their means of production) leads to 
capitalism ~ to a society where the majority of the producers own no 
means of production and are thus forced to sell on the market 
themselves — their labour — instead of their products. 

Furthermore, one has to specify further the character of this com- 
parison of a Universal with itself, with its own concrete content: it 
consists, ultimately, in a comparison of what the subject enouncing a 
universal thesis wanted to say with what he actually said. One subverts a 
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uwersal thesis when one demonstrates to the subject who enounced it 
lw, by means of its very enunciation, he said something entirely 
Brerent from what he intended to say; as Hegel points out again and 
gin, the most difficult thing in the world is to say exactly what one 
tants to say”. The most elementary form of such a dialectical 
Skversion of a proposition by way of self-reference — that is, by 
ting it to its own process of enunciation — is found in Hegel’s 
gtment of the “‘principle of identity”: unknowingly, the subject 
io enounces it inscribes difference in the very heart of identity, in its 


identity: 


Bi ft is thus the empty identity that is rigidly adhered to by those who take it, 
3 such, to be something true and are given to saying that identity is not 
difference, but that identity and difference are different. They do not see 
® that in this very assertion they are themselves saying that identity is different, 
for they are saying that identity is different from difference.”® 


Phis is why, with Hegel, truth is always on the side of what is said and 
ton the side of what one “meant to say”; let us articulate this 
tinction — which, incidentally, coincides with the Lacanian distinc- 
on between significance [signifiance] and signification — apropos of the 
Balectic of essence and appearance. “For us”, for the dialectical 
Hensciousness which observes the process afterwards, essence is 
pearance qua appearance”: the very movement of self-sublation of 
pearance, the movement by means of which appearance is posited as 
ch — that is to say, as “mere appearance”. However, “for the 
msciousness”, for the subject caught in the process, essence is 
Wenething beyond appearance, some substantial entity hidden 
Peneath the delusive appearance. The “signification” of essence, what 
fhe subject “wants to say” when he speaks of an essence, is thus a 
Ranscendent entity beyond appearance, whereas what he “actually 
WMys”, the “significance” of his words, is reduced to the movement of 
pelf-sublation of the appearance: appearance does not possess any 
@ntological consistency, it is an entity whose very being coincides 
with its own disintegration. The crucial point here is how the “signifi- 
¢ance” of the essence consists in the movement performed by the 
Subject, in the procedure by way of which he posits an entity as the 
§ppearance of some essence. 
. This dialectic may be exemplified by a consideration of Hegel’s 
‘AMterpretation of the paradoxes by means of which Zeno attempted to 
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prove the nonexistence of Movement and of the Multiple. Zeno, of 
course, “wanted to say” that Movement “‘doesn’t exist” — that only 
the One, the immovable and indivisible Being, truly exists; yet what 
he actually did was to demonstrate the contradictory nature of Move- 
ment: Movement exists only as the movement of its own self. 
sublation, self-surpassing. Here we can see how erroneous is the 
current understanding of the Hegelian category of In-itself [An-sich} 
which conceives it as a substantial-transcendent content still eluding 
the grasp of consciousness, not yet “mediated” by it — that is to say, 
which models it upon the Kantian notion of the “Thing-in-itself”’. 

What, however, is the “In-itself” of Zeno’s argumentation? Zeno 

took his argumentative procedure as an a contrario proof of the 
immovable Being which persists in itself, beyond the false appearance 
of Movement — in other words, a difference between what is only “for the 
consciousness” and what exists “in itself” is there already “for the conscious- 
ness” (for Zeno himself): Zeno’s view is that Movement is a false 
appearance which exists for the naive consciousness, whereas only the 
immovable One truly exists. This therefore is the first correction to be 
introduced into the above-mentioned current understanding: the dif- 
ference between what is only “for it” (for the consciousness) and what 
exists “‘in itself” is a difference inherent to the “naive” consciousness 
itself. The Hegelian move consists only in displacing this difference by 
way of demonstrating that its place is not where the “naive” con- 
sciousness (or the “critical” consciousness as the supreme form of 
naivety) posits it. 

“For the consciousness”, for Zeno, we are dealing with a distinction 
between the contradictory, self-sublating appearance of Movement 
and the immovable Being which persists in its identity with itself; the 
“truth” of Zeno, his “In-itself or For-us”’, is that the entire content of 
this immovable Being, all that Zeno actually says about it, consists in 
the Movement of the self-sublation of Movement — the immovable 
Being beyond appearance coincides with the auto-dissolution process of 
Movement. The crucial point here is that “for the consciousness’, for 
Zeno, this procedure, this argumentative movement, is conceived 
as something external to the “thing itself”, as our path towards the 
One which persists in its In-itself, unperturbed by our procedure — to 
resort to a well-known metaphor, this procedure is like a ladder 
that one pushes away after climbing up it. “For us”, on the contrary, 
the content of Being is the path of argumentation which leads 
towards it; the immovable Being is nothing but a kind of 
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sagulation” of the procedure by means of which Movement is 
ai false appearance. 
Ro ce fon what is only “for the consciousness” to what is 

+ itself or for us” thus in no way corresponds to the passage from a 
Kjusive appearance to its substantial Beyond supposed to exist in 
Lelf: it consists, on the contrary, in the experience of how what the 
msciousness took only for a path towards the truth, and as such 
Hternal to it (Zeno’s argumentative procedure, for example), is 
Be dy truth itself. In a sense, “all is in the consciousness”, the true In- 
Kself is by no means hidden in some transcendent Beyond: ie entire 
r of the consciousness is to mistake the “thing itself for the 
nal procedure leading to it. It is here that the category of ‘‘the 

al aspect” [das Formelle] from the Introduction to Hegel’s Pheno- 
ology of Spirit assumes all its weight: the “truth ofa moment or a 
¢ of the dialectical process is to be sought in its very form —in the 
al procedure, in the way the consciousness arrived at it: 


. . .in the movement of consciousness there occurs a moment of being-in- 
itself or being-for-us which is not present to the consciousness compre- 
hended in the experience itself. The content, however, of what presents 
itself to us does exist for it; we comprehend only the formal aspect of that 
content, or its pure origination. For it, what has thus arisen exists only as = 
object; for us, it appears at the same time as movement and a process 0 
becoming.”? 


{ ontrary to the usual idea of the external form supposed to conceal the 
'grue content, the dialectical approach conceives content itself'as a kind 
‘of “fetish”, as an object whose inert presence conceals its own form (its 
‘network of dialectical mediations): the truth of the Eleatic Being is the 
formal procedure by means of which one demonstrates the ontologi- 
‘cal inconsistency of Movement. It is for this reason that Hegelian 
‘dialectics implies the experience of the ultimate nullity of “content in 
‘the sense of some kernel of In-itself one is supposed to approach via 
the formal procedure: this kernel is, on the contrary, nothing but the 
inverted way consciousness (mis)perceives its own formal procedure. 
When Hegel reproaches Kant with “formalism”, it is because Kant is 
not “formalist” enough — that is to say, because he still clings to the 
postulate of an In-itself supposed to elude the transcendental form and 
fails to recognize in it a pure “thing-of-thought”’ [Gedankending]. The 
reverse of the dialectical passage to the “truth” of an object is thus its 
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a be ee its fixed identity, is dissolved in the network of 
y conceiving the movement of the self-sublatio 
Movement as the “truth” of Zeno’s Being, we lose Being as subs a 
entity that exists in itself: all that remains is the abyssal whirl aie 
the self-sublation of Movement — Heraclitus as th ie 
Parmenides. Se 
Apropos of the notion of truth, Hegel accomplished his fa 
reversal: truth does not consist in the correspondence of our par 
(proposition, notion) with an object, but in the correspondence of th 
object itself to its notion; as is well known, Heidegger retorted th : 
this reversal remains within the confines of the same metaphysi ‘I 
notion of truth as correspondence.” What, however cide, hi 
Heideggerian reproach is the radically asymmetric charac: of he 
Hegelian reversal: with Hegel, we have three and not two elements z 
the dual telationship of “knowledge” between “thought” and its 
object’ is replaced by the triangle of (subjective) thought, the object 
sche its notion which in no way coincides with thought. We could say i 
eared the form of thought, form in the strict dialectical sense of the 
_ tormal aspect’ qua truth of the content: the “‘unthought” ofa thought 
18 not some transcendent content eluding its grasp but its form itself 
The encounter between an object and its Notion is for that ae 
map a one: the object can never fully correspond to its 
S very existence, its ontological consistency, hangs on this non- 
correspondence. The “object” itself is in a sense the incarnated non-truth: 
its inert presence fills out a hole in the field of “truth’’, which is why 


the passage to the truth of a J 
n ob ect entails 1ts loss, the dissolution of 
its ontological consistency . 


The Hegelian performative 


It is this necessary discord between an object and its “truth” that 
ae a sarees Hegelian paradox of “retroactive perfor- 
eR. to say, for the fact that the dialectical process is 

erized by two features which seem to be mutually exclusive 
The Principal motif of Hegel’s critique of the “naive” eotmnone 
sensical theory of knowledge is that it conceives the process of knowl- 
edge after the model of penetrating some previously unknown aoe 
the “spontaneous” idea is that one discovers, discloses, some realit 
that already existed prior to our process of knowing it this “naive” 
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acy overlooks the constitutive character of the process of know- 
We with regard to its object: the way knowledge itself modifies its 
Sct, confers upon it the form it has as an “object of knowledge”. 
BA. < constitutive character of knowledge seems to be what Kant had 
ind when he spoke of transcendental subjectivity; yet Hegel’s 
sis lies elsewhere and is directed precisely against Kant. That is 
ay, with Kant, the subject procures universal form for the substan- 
[content of transcendent provenance (the ““Thing-in-itself”’); we 
ai remain within the frame of the opposition between subject (the 
Iascendental network of the possible forms of experience) and 
Bistance (the transcendent “Thing-in-itself”), whereas Hegel 
pavours to grasp Substance itself as Subject. In the process of 
ywledge, we do not penetrate some substantial content which 
Id be in itself indifferent to our knowing it; it is rather that our act 
f knowledge is included in advance in its substantial content — as 
gel puts it, the path towards truth partakes in truth itself. To clarify 
‘point, let us recall an example which confirms Lacan’s thesis that 
rxism is not a “world view”,”! — namely, the idea that the proletar- 


p subjective position. In other words, the “knowledge” proper to 
istorical materialism is self-referential, it changes its “object” — it is 

aly through the act of knowledge that the object becomes what it 
ly “‘is”’. 
This accent on the “‘performativity” of the Hegelian process of 
owing, on the way it changes and creates its object, is of course a 

monplace; what is usually passed over in silence, however, is its 
erse. That is to say, when Hegel describes the dialectical process, its 
cial inversion, he always resorts to figures of speech which ascer- 

an already-given state of things: “already here”, ‘“‘always- 

already”, and so on. The passage from scission to “synthesis” consists 
| Rot in some productive act of reconciliation but in a simple shift of 
‘Perspective by means of which we become aware of how what we 
: Mistook for scission is already in itself reconciliation: the scission is not 
“ “overcome” but rather retroactively “undone”.*? 

_ How, then, are we to think together these two aspects of the 
dialectical process which seem to be mutually exclusive — namely its 
’ “performative” character and the fact that, in the course ofa dialectical 
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process, an obstacle is removed by way of ascertaining that it never 
was one at all? Therein consists the ultimate proof that Hegelian logic 
is a logic of the signifier, since it is precisely this unity of the two 
opposed features, this paradox of retroactive performativity, which 
defines the notion of signifier: a signifying mark “makes” a thing what 
it “always-already was”’. In a crucial passage in Encyclopaedia, Hegel 
articulates the link between this retroactive performativity and the 
dialectics of truth and deception: 


The consummation of the infinite End, therefore, consists merely in 
removing the deception which makes it seem yet unaccomplished. The 
Good, the absolutely Good, is eternally accomplishing itself in the world: 
and the result is that it need not wait upon us, but is already by implication, 
as well as in full actuality, accomplished. This is the deception under which 
we live. It alone supplies at the same time the actualizing force on which 
the interest in the world reposes. In the course of its process the Idea creates 
that deception, by setting an antithesis to confront it; and its action consists 
in getting rid of the deception which it has created. Only out of this error 
does the truth arise. In this fact lies the reconciliation with error and with 
finitude. Error or other-being, when sublated, is still a necessary dynamic 


element of truth: for truth can only be where it makes itself its own 
result. 


At first sight, things seem to be as clear as they can be: does not this 
passage confirm the commonplace on Hegel? Idea, the absolutely 
Good, is the Substance-Subject of the entire process, and the fissure, 
the deception, is just a game Idea plays with itself. Idea realizes its true 
ends by means of the “cunning of Reason”: it allows individuals to 
follow their finite ends, whilst it accomplishes its infinite End through 
the mutual “wear and tear” and failure of the finite ends. The 
“deception” thus consists in the fact that individual agents pursue theit 
interests, strive for wealth, power, pleasure, glory and other ideologi- 
cal values, whilst unknowingly they are nothing but Idea’s uncons- 
cious tools. 

Let us take the case of the market economy. Individual producers 
who appear on the market, led by the endeavour to satisfy their 
egotistical lust for profit, are unaware of the way historical Reason 
uses the interplay of their passions to realize the true End of social 
production, the development of productive forces, the growth of 
society’s productive potential in which Spirit achieves “objective” 
existence. In this sense, deception is a “‘necessary dynamic element of 
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*. historical Reason can accomplish its true End only by means of 
b sention: by means of the cunning exploitation of individual interests 
id passions ~ rudely speaking, nobody works “for the development 
oductive forces”, individuals necessarily perceive this true End as 
pans to satisfy their needs. . . 2 

ch a commonplace conception of the “cunning of Reason”, 
ver, implies a notion of Reason as substantial entity external to 
historical process, elevated above it, “manipulating” its agents 
Mesive individuals), “playing” deception while keeping itself un- 
Bimaged behind the scenes, at a safe distance from historical turmoil, 
Be « the God of traditional teleology who uses history to accomplish 
a incomprehensible goals. If we subscribe to this reading, we assign 
§ individuals the position of a tool of God's inconceivable will ~in 
ther words, “substance” is not effectively ‘‘subject’’, since subjects 
reduced to the means of a transcendent substantial End. So, is there 


ther possible reading of the quoted passage from Encyclopaedia? 


Cunning of Reason”’ revisited 


WA quite different possibility presents itself if we read this passage 
Seainst the background of Hegel’s logic of reflection — the reflective 
x positing of presuppositions”.*> The commonplace as regards this 
Bogic is that the dialectical process runs from the immediate starting 
int through its reflective mediation to the restored, mediated imme- 
Mliacy of the result. What gets lost here is Hegel’s crucial insight 
Ikecording to which the very initial immediacy is always-already 
posited” retroactively, so that its emergence coincides with its loss: 


Reflection therefore finds before it an immediate which it transcends and 
from which it is the return. But this return is only the presupposing of 
what reflection finds before it. What is thus found only comes to be through 
being left behind; its immediacy is sublated immediacy. 


Herewith, the “deception” proper to the dialectical process appears in 
a new light. We are “deceived” in so far as we think that what is 
“found” has already existed prior to being “‘left behind” — in so far as we 
think that once, before the loss, we possessed what is lost by reflection. In 
Other words, what we are deluded about is the fact that we never had 
what we lost by reflection. It is precisely this paradox which enables us to 
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formulate a concise delimitation of “external” and “absolute” reflec. 
tion. “External” reflection exercises its activity upon an object which 
it perceives as a substantial entity, given in advance — that is, indepen- 
dently of its activity. Its problem is that the very activity of reflection 
entails the loss of the object’s immediate, full presence — in reflection, 
the object is lost ‘as such”; it is mortified, dissected by means of 
analytic-reflective categories. What the network of reflection retains 
are just partial aspects, instead of the live totality, we are stuck with a 
dead abstraction. In this sense, the philosopher of “external reflection” 
par excellence is Kant — for example, his theory of how the Thing-in- 
itself eludes subjective reflection. 

The inversion of “external” into “absolute” reflection occurs when 
we experience how the object in its immediate, pre-reflective given- 
ness “only comes to be through being left behind’; how, then, there is 
nothing that precedes the movement of reflection since this movement 
itself “posits its presuppositions”; produces the retroactive illusion 
according to which its object was given in advance.*” Therein consists 
the Hegelian “‘loss of the loss’’: not in the annulment of the loss, not in 
the reappropriation of the lost object in its full presence, but in the 
experience of how we never had what we have lost — in the experience 
that loss in a way precedes what is being lost. ‘In the beginning” there 
always-already was a loss, and this loss opens up the space to be filled 
out by objects. In the course of the passage of “external” into 
“absolute” reflection, loss is thus not abolished in the full presence-to- 
itself of the subject—object, it is only its place that shifts.°® 

The conclusions to be drawn from this displacement of the loss for 
the logic of the political space are far-reaching. Let us take just the case 
of the present disintegration of “real socialism”. This disintegration is 
of course immediately perceived as a “loss” — loss of the quasi-idyllic 
stability that characterizes the social fabric of post-Stalinist “real 
socialism”, the feeling that we have lost our footing. The crucial step 
that has to be taken here is to get rid of this nostalgic longing for the 
lost closed universe by recognizing that we never had what we have lost, 
the idyll was false from the very beginning, society was always- 
already ridden with fierce antagonisms. The most traumatic loss that 
occurs in the disintegration of “real socialism” is undoubtedly that of 
the ‘‘essential appearance” that kept society together:°? the appearance 
according to which the entire society supports the Party and enthusias- 
tically builds socialism — when this appearance falls apart, we have the 
purest possible case of the “loss of a loss”. That is to say, by means of 
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, disintegration, in a way we lose nothing (nobody really believed 
ithe appearance), but the loss is none the less tremendous, exper- 
eed as traumatic. So, when the appearance of enthusiastic support 
isthe Party disintegrates, the Party literally loses what it never possessed 
Mamely, the support of the people. 

With reference to the notion of social antagonism elaborated by 
ielau and Mouffe,” we could also say that by way of the “loss of a 
ks’, antagonism is acknowledged as “primordial”, not as a mere 
Pro dary disruption of an original harmony. So, when we are faced 
bith a breakdown of the hitherto stable social order, “loss of a loss” 
mes the experience of how this preceding stability was itself false, 
isking internal strife. And, incidentally, this is what Hegelian 
onciliation” ultimately means: the exact opposite of what is 


y assumed — a humble consent that “‘all is NOT rational”, that the 


sity itself hangs on and is “embedded” in an encompassing 
fwitingency. To be convinced, one has only to recall the exact place in 
Benomenology of Spirit where the “word of reconciliation” occurs: at 
f end of the dialectics of Beautiful Soul, when the subject is forced to 
fept that the “way of the world” eludes the grasp of (his) Reason. 
‘ow, it also seems clear how we should reread the quoted passage 
m Hegel’s Encyclopaedia. We fall prey to deception precisely when 
We perceive the Good as something that “‘need not wait upon us, butis 
: tady by implication, as well as in full actuality, accomplished” — 
tis, when we overlook how the absolutely Good also ‘‘only comes to 
‘through being left behind”. We fall prey to deception when we 
me the existence of a Substance-Subject, excluded from the 
ssitudes of the historical process, which “stages” the deception of 
Site subjects, “plays” with them and exploits their activity for the 
mplishment of its own ends. In short, the supreme deception is 
very commonplace notion of the ‘‘cunning of Reason”, the 


PTunning the show” of history. 

ty It would be totally misleading, however, simply to oppose these 
‘wo deceptions (the deception of the everyday consciousness which 
follows its egotistical ends, unaware that it is a tool by means of which 
Historical Reason accomplishes its infinite End; and the very deception 
of thinking that we are a tool of some transcendent Reason that, 
‘although unknown to us, guarantees the meaning and consistency of 
the historical process) and to proclaim the first an “illusion” and the 
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second the “‘truth”. This way, we would miss the moment of truth 
that pertains to the first conception. The experience of how the 
absolute End “need not wait upon us, but is already accomplished” 
gives expression to the “silent weaving of the Spirit”; to the necessary 
delay of the formal act of decision. The unconscious “weaving” indeed 
does not wait upon us, so that when the conflict is brought into the 
open it is illusory to think that now everything depends on us, on our 
decision — things are effectively ‘already accomplished”’. 

The real problem is: how can both levels of deception be thought 
together? In other words: why is the illusory supposition of Reason as 
transcendent agency necessary? To exemplify this paradoxical conjunc- 
tion, let us take the case of the October Revolution: today, it is clear 
that the ideology the Bolsheviks were guided by when they carried out 
the revolution — the ideology according to which they were mere 
executors of historical necessity, a “tool of History” fulfilling the 
prescribed historical Mission —- was wrong. The crucial fact, however, 
is that they could not have brought about the revolution if they had 
not believed that they were mere tools of History — to recall the concise 
formulation of Leszek Kolakowski, Lenin’s success was based on 
making the right mistakes at the right moment. Here, we have both 
levels of deception together: the Bolsheviks believed in the “cunning 
of Reason”, they took themselves for instruments of historical 
Necessity, and this deception was in itself “productive”, a positive 
condition of their accomplishment. 

Such a paradoxical logic implies a kind of temporal paradox. What 
we are looking for is created by the very process of our search; it is at 
work in a series of jokes, like the one about the conscript who tries to 
evade military service by pretending to be mad. His symptom is that 
he compulsively checks all the pieces of paper he can lay his hands on, 
constantly repeating: ““That’s not it!’ He is sent to the military 
psychiatrist, in whose office he also examines all the papers around, 
including those in the wastepaper basket, repeating all the time: 
“That’s not it!” The psychiatrist, finally convinced that he really is 
mad, gives him a written warrant releasing him from military service. 
The conscript casts a look at it and says cheerfully: “That’s it!””*! 

When Hegel speaks about ‘‘error’’ being “a necessary dynamic 
element of Truth”, when he writes that “truth can only be where it 
makes itself its own result”, and so forth, these strange-sounding 
propositions should be grasped against the background of the logic 
proper to the joke about the conscript: without error, without the 
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Mision of the persons around the conscript that he was looking for an 
teady-existing paper, this paper would not have been produced at 
Mend (as with the October Revolution, which would not have taken 
Mace without its participants’ illusion that they were fulfilling a 
RBsrorical necessity). In this precise sense, truth “makes itself its own 
t” — the paper which finally satisfies the conscript is not simply 
ind but is literally the result of all the fuss about it: of the confusion 
ie conscript has provoked by means of his “mad” search for it. This is 
yw the ill-famed Hegelian “teleology of Reason” has to be grasped: 
Bie End towards which the movement tends is not given in advance, it 
Kiso to speak created by the movement itself — the necessary deception 
ists in the fact that for this movement to take place, the subjects 
ast overlook how their own search created what they “find” at the 
. The Lacanian name for this structural deception is sujet supposé 
Bavoir, ‘the subject supposed to know”, and what Hegel calls “abso- 
mite knowledge” is precisely the fall of the subject supposed to know. 
tis to say, the starting point of the dialectical process is of course 
presupposition of knowledge; the trust that the knowledge we are 
king for is already present in the Other: as Hegel points out again 
hd again, the dialectician does not apply an external method on the 
ject, his sole presupposition is that “‘Reason governs actuality” — 

t actuality is already in itself “reasonable” (it is the same in 
ychoanalysis, where the presupposition of the so-called “free associ- 
tions” is that there is a meaning hidden beneath their apparent chaos). 
‘is is why the dialectician can limit his role to that of a pure observer 
covering the inherent rationality of the Real. At the end of the 
ectical process, this presupposition loses ground: the subject dis- 
vers that from the very beginning there was no support in the Other, that 
fhe was himself producing the “discovered” meaning. And finally, one 
should not forget that in the case of the joke about the conscript, the 
Apbject created through search is none other than a letter, an official 
jeommunication, so that this joke is ultimately a joke about how a letter 
‘always arrives at its destination. 


*% 
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external position, but how, through our interpretations, the Text itself is in a way “‘in 
search of itself”, reconstructs itself, acquires new dimensions. The “meaning of a 
Text” is not some hidden kernel, given in advance and waiting to be unearthed; it 
constitutes itself through the series of its historical “‘effectualities”. To use ““deconstruc- 
tivist”’ jargon: by means of our reading of the Text, the Text itself reads and (re) writes 
itself. 

38. From here, one should approach anew the Freudian problem of the fetishist 
disavowal [ Verleugnung] of castration, following the path opened recently by Ehzabeth 
Cowie (Sexual Difference and Representation in the Cinema, London: Macmillan 1991). 
Disavowal is of course in the first place disavowal of the lack of phallus: the fetishist 
cannot accept the traumatic fact that woman has no phallus, which is why he clings to 
the fetish-substitute (with the fundamental ambiguity this implies: by holding the place 
of the phallus, the fetish simultaneously conceals and points towards its lack). We 
must, however, go a step further: it is true that the fetishist disavows castration, but the 
crucial question is: Why is woman’s lack of a phallus perceived as “‘castration” at all, as 
the lack of something? In other words: whence does the expectation arise that we should 
see a phallus there, since it is only against the background of this expectation that the 
simple fact of not having it can be perceived as “‘castration”’? Is not, therefore, the very 
perception of “woman has not got it” as “castration” already a disavowal — a disavowal 
of the fact that woman, in contrast to man, did not “lose” it, since she never had it— in 
short, the disavowal of sexual difference? That is to say, the perception of “woman has 
not got it” as “castration” is possible only against the background of the surmise that 
women “should be like men” - that, in fact, they are ‘mutilated (castrated) men”. 

The disavowal in fetishism is thus double. The fetish disavows ‘“‘castration”; by 
means of it, we avoid the traumatic experience that “she has not got it”. But the very 
perception of this absence as “castration” is already an interpretation, an interpretation 
on the basis of the theory that she should have it. The real, ultimate disavowal is therefore 
“castration” itself (che experience of the sexual difference as woman's “‘castration’’): the 
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real traumatism is not the loss (of phallus) but the fact that woman never had what she 
“Jost”. The same formula applies to all experiences of the “Paradise Lost”. The very 
experience of a “traumatic loss” of an idyllic fullness conceals the fact that this state of 
fullness never existed in the first place — that it ‘comes to be only through being left 
hehind”. Hegel says this explicitly in his lectures on the philosophy of religion: 
“Paradise” is strictly correlative to man’s Fall, it is a retroactive projection, a way man 
(mis)perceives the previous, animal state. 
: There are, of course, two main possible readings of this double disavowal. The usual 
feminist reading would be to grasp sexual difference outside the category of “loss” — 
that is, outside the asymmetric logic where one element is the mutilated version of the 
other (woman is castrated man). Although this possibility sounds very “emancipated”, 
‘Lacan refuses it: for him, the phallus remains the unique point of reference, the unique 
signifier of the sexual difference. What he does is simply to grasp “castration” as 
symbolic: he endeavours to locate it as a symbolic, signifying opposition. That is to say, 
for Lacan, the fact that we perceive the absence of phallus in woman as a lack 
‘presupposes the fundamental feature of the symbolic order, its differential character. 
‘Only within a differential order can the absence of an element as such acquire meaning, 
assume positive value, in so far as it is perceived against the background of the expected 
‘presence ~ in differential opposition to it. (Sometimes, for example, silence is more 
‘telling than words: if it appears against the background of expected words.) Lacan 
‘idraws a radical conclusion: if, in woman, the absence of phallus is perceived as lack, 
then its presence in man should also be perceived against the background ofits possible 
‘absence, in symbolic opposition to it - in other words, the very presence of phallus 
Signifies its possible absence, “castration”. 
“’ 39. As to the notion of “essential appearance”, see Zizek, The Sublime Object of 
Ideology, pp. 197-9. 
. 40. Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, London: 
Verso 1985. 

41. For a reading of this joke different from that proposed here, see Zikek, The 
‘Sublime Object of Ideology, pp. 160-61. 


PART III 


Cum Grano Praxis 


——5 


All’s Well That Ends Well? 


pe 


A Wuy SHOULD A DIALECTICIAN LEARN TO CounrT TO Four? 


triad and its excess 


jow far must a Hegelian dialectician learn to count? Most of the 
hterpreters of Hegel, not to mention his critics, try to convince us in 
nison that the right answer reads: to three (the dialectical triad, and so 
). Moreover, they vie with each other in who will call our attention 
More convincingly to the “fourth side”, the non-dialecticizable 
excess, the place of death (of the dummy — in French le mort — in 
bridge), supposedly eluding the dialectical grasp, although (or, more 
ecisely, in so far as) it is the inherent condition of possibility of the 
dialectical movement: the negativity of a pure expenditure that cannot 
be sublated [aufgehoben], re-collected, in its Result. 
*. Unfortunately, as is the custom with criticism of Hegel, the trouble 
with Hegel is here the same as the trouble with Harry in Alfred 
Hitchcock's film of the same title: he does not consent to his burial so 
‘easily — on a closer look, it soon becomes obvious that the supposedly 
annihilating reproach drawn by the critics from their hats actually 
forms the crucial aspect of the very dialectical movement. That is to 
say, a careful reader will immediately recall not only numerous 
particular cases like the four types of judgement from the first part of 
“subjective logic”, but also the fact that Hegel thematizes a quadruphi- 
city proper to the dialectical movement as such: the excess of the pure 
nothingness of self-relating negativity which vanishes, becomes invis- 
ible, in the final Result. In the last chapter of his Logic, apropos of the 
elementary matrix of the dialectical process, he points out that the 
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moments of this process could be counted as three or as four, with the 
subject as the surplus-moment which “counts for nothing”: 


In this turning point of the method, the course of cognition at the same 
time returns into itself. As self-sublating contradiction this negativity is the 
restoration of the first immediacy, of simple universality; for the other of the 
other, the negative of the negative, is immediately the positive, the identical 

the universal. If one insists on counting, this second immediate is, in the 
course of the method as a whole, the third term to the first immediate and 
the mediated. It is also, however, the third term to the first or formal 
negative and to absolute negativity or the second negative; now as the first 
negative is already the second term, the term reckoned as third can also be 
reckoned as fourth, and instead of triplicity, the abstract form may be taken 


asa guadraplicity. in this way, the negative or the difference is counted as a 
duality. 


The first moment is the immediate positivity of the starting point; the 
second moment, its mediation, is not simply its immediate contrary, 
its external opposite — it comes forth precisely when we endeavour to 
grasp the first moment, the immediate, in and for itself, as such: in this 
way, we already mediatize it and, imperceptibly, it turns into its own 
opposite. The second moment is thus not the negative of the first, its 
otherness; it is the first moment itself as its own other, as the negative of 
itself: as soon as we conceive the abstract-immediate starting point (as 
soon as we determine the concrete network of its presuppositions and 
implications, explicate its content), it changes into its own opposite. 
Even on the most abstract level, “nothingness” is not the external 
opposite of “being”: we arrive at “nothingness” by simply trying to 
specify, to determine the content of the notion of “being”. Herein 
consists the fundamental dialectical idea of “inner negativity”: an 
entity is negated, passes over into its opposite, as a result of the 
development of its own potential. 

Fascism, to take a worn-out example, is not an external opposite to 
liberal democracy but has its roots in liberal democracy’s own inner 
antagonisms ... . This is why negativity must be counted twice: 
effectively to negate the starting point, we must negate its own “inner 
negation” in which its content comes to its “truth” (Fascism, although 
opposed to liberal capitalism, is not its effective negation but only its 
“inner” negation: effectively to negate liberal capitalism, we must 
therefore negate its very negation). This second, self-relating nega- 
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on, this (as Hegel would put it) otherness reflected into itself, is the 
snishing point of absolute negativity, of “pure difference” — the 
paradoxical moment which is third, since it is already the first moment 
which “passes over” into its own other. What we have here could also 
he conceptualized as a case of retroactive determination: when 
eo to its radical Negative, the first moment itself changes 
ipetroactively into its opposite. Capitalism-in-itself is not the same as 
i¢apitalism-as-opposed-to-Communism: when confronted with the 
ieendencies of its dissolution, capitalism is forced to negate itself “from 
gwithin” (to pass into Fascism) if it is to survive. This dialectics was 
yatticulated by Adorno apropos of the history of music: 


The means and forms of musical composition discovered later concern and 
change the traditional means and above all the forms of interdependence 
that they constitute. Every tritone used today by a composer already 
sounds as the negation of the dissonances liberated in the meantime. It no 
longer possesses its former immediacy . . . , but is something historically 
mediated. Therein consists its own opposition. When this opposition, this 
negation, is passed over in silence, every tritone of this kind, every 
traditionalist move, becomes an affirmative, convulsively confirming lie, 
equal to the talking about a happy world customary in the other domains 
of culture. There is no primordial sense to be re-established in music. . . é 


Here we have an exemplary case of what structuralism calls “determi- 
-Mation-by-absence”’: after the advent of dissonances, the meaning of 
‘the tritone changes, since its further use implies the negation of 
"dissonances — its new meaning results from the way the very absence of 

dissonances is present in the use of the tritone. In its immediate 
‘presence, the tritone remains the same; its historical mediation is 

revealed by the fact that it changes precisely in so far as it remains the same. 

Herein consists also the falsity of today’s calls for a return to traditional 

values: in so far as we re-establish them, they are no longer the same, 

since they legitimize the social order which is their very opposite.* 
We can see, now, how the supplementary element emerges: as soon 
as we add to the immediate its negation, this negation retroactively 
changes the meaning of immediacy, so we must count to three, 
although what we effectively have are just two elements. Or, if we 
envisage the complete cycle of the dialectical process, there are just 
three “positive” moments to count over (the immediacy, its media- 
tion and the final return to the mediated immediacy) — what we lose is 
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the unfathomable surplus of the pure difference which “counts for 
nothing”, although it makes the entire process go, this “void of the 
substance” which is at the same time the “receptacle” [Rezeptakulum] 
for all and everything’’, as Hegel put it. 


Protestantism, Jacobinism . . . 


Such ruminations, however, are of a purely formal nature, in the best 
tradition of the exasperating abstract reflections on “dialectical 
method”; what they lack is the inner relatedness to a concrete histori- 
cal content. As soon as we move to this level, the idea of a fourth 
surplus-moment as “vanishing mediator’ between the second 
moment (the split, the abstract opposition) and the final Result 
(reconciliation) immediately acquires concrete contours — one has only 
to think of the way Fredric Jameson, in his essay on Max Weber,° 
articulates the notion of “vanishing mediator” apropos of Weber’s 
theory of the role of Protestantism in the rise of capitalism. This 
theory is usually read as (and was also meant by Weber himself to be) a 
criticism of the Marxist thesis of the primacy of economic infrastruc- 
ture: ultimately, Weber’s point is that Protestantism was a condition of 
capitalism. Jameson, on the contrary, interpretes Weber’s theory as 
fully compatible with Marxism: as the elaboration of the dialectical 
necessity by means of which, in feudalism’s passage into capitalism, 
the “normal” relationship of “‘base’’ and “superstructure” is inverted. 

Wherein, precisely, consists this dialectical necessity? In other words: 
how, specifically, does Protestantism create conditions for the emer- 
gence of capitalism? Not, as one would expect, by limiting the reach 
of religious ideology, by undermining its all-pervasive presence char- 
acteristic of medieval society, but on the contrary by universalizing its 
relevance: Luther was opposed to cloisters and church as an institution 
apart, separated by a gap from the rest of society, because he wanted 
the Christian attitude to penetrate and determine our entire secular 
everyday life. Contrary to the traditional (pre-Protestant) stance 
which basically limits the relevance of religion to the aims towards 
which we must tend, while leaving the means — the domain of secular 
economic activity — to non-religious common judgement, the Protes- 
tant ‘‘work ethic’? conceives the very secular activity (economic 
acquisitiveness) as the domain of the disclosure of God’s Grace. 

This shift can be exemplified by the changed place of asceticism: in 
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traditional Catholic universe, asceticism concerns a stratum of 
; ple separated from everyday secular life, devoted to representing 
» this world its Beyond, the Heaven on Earth (saints, monks with 
heir abstinence); whereas Protestantism requires of every Christian to 
ascetically in his secular life — to accumulate wealth instead of 
pending it thoughtlessly, to live in temperance and modesty — in 
hort: to accomplish his instrumental-economic activity “with God in 
mind”; asceticism as the affair of a stratum apart thereby becomes 
superfluous. 

if This universalization of the Christian stance, the affirmation of its 
gelevance for secular economic activity, generates the attributes of the 
{Protestant work ethic” (compulsive work and accumulation of 
‘wealth — renunciation to consumption — as an end-in-itself); simulta- 
meously, yet unknowingly and unintentionally, following the “cun- 
ning of Reason”, it opens the way to the devaluation of religion, to its 
gonfinement to the intimacy of a private sphere separated from state 
‘and public affairs. The Protestant universalization of the Christian 
stance is thus merely a transitory stage in the passage to the “normal” 
‘state of bourgeois society where religion is reduced to “‘means’’, to a 
‘medium enabling the subject to find new strength and perseverance in 


ithe economic fight for survival, like those techniques of “‘self-exper- 


‘jence” which put the encounter of our “true Self” in the service of our 
“fitness”. 
It is of course easy to assume an ironic distance towards the 


Protestant illusion and to point out how the final result of Protestant 


‘endeavours to abolish the gap between religion and everyday life was 
the debasement of religion to a “therapeutic” mean; what is far more 
difficult is to conceive the necessity of Protestantism as the “vanishing 


“mediator” between medieval corporatism and capitalist individua- 

lism. In other words, the point not to be missed is that one cannot pass 
P . . . . 

from medieval “closed” society to bourgeois society immediately, 


without the intercession of Protestantism as “vanishing mediator”: it 
is Protestantism which, by means of its universalization of Christia- 
nity, prepares the ground for its withdrawal into the sphere of privacy. 

In the political domain, a similar role was played by Jacobinism 
which can even be determined as “political Protestantism”: Jacobi- 


nism universalizes the democratic political-ideological project in the 


same way — it does not grasp it as a mere formal political principle 
without immediate bearing on economic, family, etc., relations, but 
endeavours to make the democratic-egalitarian project into a principle 
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structuring the totality of social life. The trap into which Jacobinism 
fell is also the same: unknowingly, its political radicalism prepared the 
way for its opposite, for the bourgeois universe of egotistic and 
acquisitive individuals who care not a pin for egalitarian moralism. 

Here, too, it is easy to assume an ironic distance and point out how 
the Jacobins, by means of their violent reduction of the social totality 
to the abstract principle of equality, necessarily finished in terrorism, 
since this reduction is resisted by the ramified network of concrete 
relations that characterize civil society (see Hegel’s classical criticism 
of the Jacobins in the Phenomenology of Spirit); what is far more difficult 
to accomplish is to demonstrate why no immediate passage was 
possible from the ancien régime to the egotistic bourgeois everyday life 
~- why, precisely because of their illusory reduction of social totality to 
the democratic political project, the Jacobins were a necessary “vanish- 
ing mediator” (therein, not in the commonplaces about the utopian- 
terrorist character of the Jacobinical project, consists the effective 
point of Hegel’s criticism). In other words, it is easy to detect in 
Jacobinism the roots and the first form of modern “totalitarianism”; it 
is far more difficult and disquieting to acknowledge and assume fully 
the fact that, without the Jacobinical ‘excess’, there would be no 
“normal” pluralist democracy.® 

That is to say, the illusion into which Protestantism and Jacobinism 
are enmeshed is more complicated than may seem on a first approach: 
it does not consist simply in their naive-moralistic universalization of 
the Christian or egalitarian-democratic project — that is, in their 
overlooking the concrete wealth of social relations that resist such an 
immediate universalization. Their illusion is far more radical: it is of 
the same nature as the illusion of all historically relevant political 
utopias, the illusion to which Marx drew attention apropos of Plato’s 
State when he remarked that Plato did not see how what he effectively 
described was not a not-yet-realized ideal but the very fundamental 
structure of the existing Greek state. In other words, utopias are 
“utopian” not because they depict an “impossible Ideal’, a dream not 
for this world, but because they misrecognize the way their ideal state 
is already realized in its basic content (‘‘in its notion”, as Hegel would 
say). 

Protestantism becomes superfluous, it can vanish as a mediator, the 
moment the very social reality is structured as a ‘Protestant universe”: 
the notional structure of capitalist civil society is that of a world of 
atomized individuals defined by the paradox of “‘acquisitive asceti- 
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iigm’’ (“the more you possess, the more you must renounce con- 
a ption”) — that is to say, the structure of the Protestant content 
out its positive religious form. And it is the same with Jacobin- 
m: what the Jacobins overlooked is the fact that the ideal after which 
strove was, in its notional structure, already realized in the “dirty” 


igh ideals. Vulgar, egotistic bourgeois everyday life is the actuality of 
dom, equality and brotherhood: freedom of free trade, formal 
Sauality in the eyes of the law, and so on. 

i The illusion proper to the “vanishing mediators” — Protestants, 
Macobins — is precisely that of the Hegelian “Beautiful Soul”: they 
Kefuse to acknowledge, in the corrupted reality over which they 
' ment, the ultimate consequence of their own act — as Lacan would 
put it, their own message in its true, inverted form. And our illusion, 
“sobered” inheritors of Protestantism and Jacobinism, is no less: we 
iwerceive those “‘vanishing mediators” as aberrations or excesses, 
failing to notice how we are nothing but “‘Jacobins without the 
lacobinical form”, nothing but “Protestants without the Protestant 


”» 


form”. 


'«. -and other “vanishing mediators” 
ic 

This gap between the form and its notional content offers us also the 
-key to the necessity of the “vanishing mediator”: the passage from 
‘feudalism to Protestantism is not of the same nature as the passage 
‘from Protestantism to bourgeois everyday life with its privatized 

iteligion. The first passage concerns ‘‘content” (under the guise of 
‘preserving the religious form or even its strengthening, the crucial 
“shift — the assertion of the ascetic-acquisitive stance in economic 
Activity as the domain of the manifestation of Grace — takes place), 

: whereas the second passage is a purely formal act, a change of form (as 
soon as Protestantism is realized as the ascetic-acquisitive stance, it can 
fall off as form). 

The “vanishing mediator’ therefore emerges because of the way, in 

a dialectical process, form stays behind content: first, the crucial shift 

Occurs within the limits of the old form, even taking on the appearance 

of its renewed assertion (the universalization of Christianity, return to 

its “true content”, and so on); then, once the “‘silent weaving of the 
spirit” finishes its work, the old form can fall off. The double 
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scansion of this process enables us to grasp in a concrete way the worm. 
out formula of the “negation of negation”: the first “negation” 
consists in the slow, underground, invisible change of substantial 
content which, paradoxically, takes place in the name of its own form: 
then, once the form has lost its substantial right, it falls to pieces b 
itself — the very form of negation is negated, or, to use the dike 
Hegelian couple, the change which took place “in itself” becomes 
“for itself”. 

The picture should be complicated even a step further: a closer look 
reveals the presence of two ‘‘vanishing mediators” in the passage from 
feudal to bourgeois political structure: the absolute monarchy and 
Jacobinism. The first is the sign, the embodiment of a paradoxical 
compromise: the political form enabling the rising bourgeoisie to 
strengthen its economic hegemony by breaking the economic power 
of feudalism, ofits guilds and corporations — what is paradoxical about 
it, of course, is the fact that feudalism “digs its own grave” precisely 
by absolutizing its own crowning point — by giving absolute power to 
the monarch; the result of absolute monarchy is thus a political order 
“disconnected” from its economic foundation. And the same “‘discor- 
nection” characterizes Jacobinism: it is already a commonplace to 
determine Jacobinism as a radical ideology which ‘‘takes literally” the 
bourgeois political programme (equality, freedom, brotherhood) and 
endeavours to realize it irrespective of the concrete articulation of civil 
society. 

Both paid dearly for their illusion: the absolute monarch noticed too 
late that society praised him as almighty only to allow one class to oust 
another; the Jacobins also became superfluous once their job of 
destroying the apparatus of the ancien régime was done. Both were 
carried away by the illusion of the autonomy of the political sphere, 
both believed in their political mission: one in the unquestionable 
character of royal authority, the other in the pertinence of its political 
project. And could not the same be said , on another level, for Fascism 
and Communism, viz. “‘actually existing socialism’’? Is not Fascism a 
kind of inherent self-negation of capitalism, an attempt to “change 
something so that nothing really changes” by means of an ideology 
which subordinates the economy to the ideological-political domain? 
Is not the Leninist “actually existing socialism” a kind of “socialist 

Jacobinism”, an attempt to subordinate the whole of socioeconomic 
life to the immediate political regulation of the socialist state? Both are 
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Banishing mediators”, but into what? The usual cynical answer, 
Brom capitalism back to capitalism”, seems a little bit too easy . . . 
The inversion of the “normal” relationship of “content” (‘“econo- 
hic basis”) and its ideological “form” which renders possible the anu- 
farxist reading of Weber consists therefore in the above-described 
Rémancipation” of form from its content that characterizes the 

Ryanishing mediator”: the break of Protestantism with the medieval 

arch does not “reflect”? new social content, but is rather the criticism 

Bf the old feudal content in the name of the radicalized version of its own 

ological form; it is this “emancipation” of the Christian form from its 

pwn social content that opens up the space for the gradual transforma- 
fon of the old into the new (capitalist) content. It is easy for Jameson 

Bus to demonstrate how Weber’s theory of the crucial role of Protes- 

tism in the emergence of capitalism affects only vulgar economism 

§ind is quite compatible with the dialectic of “base”? and ideological 
“superstructure” according to which one passes from one social 

Aeration to another through a “vanishing mediator” which inverts 

we relationship between “base” and ‘‘superstructure”’: by emancipat- 

ling itself from its own “‘base”, the old “superstructure” prepares the 

‘terrain for the transformation of the “base”. The classical Marxist 

‘theoretical edifice is thus saved, the “‘emancipation”’ of the ideological 

‘form is explained from the inner antagonism of the “‘base”’ itself: it 

vemerges when these antagonisms become so violent that they can no 

‘longer be legitimized by their own ideological form. 

* There is an inherent tragical ethical dimension proper to this “eman- 
cipation” of the ideological superstructure: it presents a unique point 
at which an ideology “takes itself literally” and ceases to function as an 

. “objectively cynical” (Marx) legitimization of the existing power 

-¥elations. Let us mention another, more contemporary case: the “new 
social movements” that emerged during the last years of ‘‘actually 
existing socialism” in Eastern Europe, movements whose exemplary 
representative is Neues Forum in the former GDR: groups of passionate 
intellectuals who “took socialism seriously” and were prepared to 
stake everything in order to destroy the compromised system and 

replace it with the utopian “third way” beyond capitalism and 
“actually existing” socialism. Their sincere belief and insistence that 
they were not working for the restoration of Western capitalism of 
course proved to be nothing but an insubstantial illusion; however, we 
could say that precisely as such (as a thorough illusion without 
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substance) it was strictly speaking non-ideological: it did not “reflect” jn 
inverted-ideological form any actual relations of power. 

At this point, we should correct the Marxist Vulgate: contrary to the 
commonplace according to which an ideology becomes ‘‘cynical” 
(accepts the gap between “words” and “acts”, doesn’t “‘believe in 
itself” any more, is no longer experienced as truth but treats itself as 
pure instrumental means of legitimizing power) in the period of the 
“decadence” of a social formation, it could be said that precisely the 
period of “decadence” opens up to the ruling ideology the possibility 
of “taking itself seriously” and effectively opposing itself to its own 
social base (with Protestantism, the Christian religion opposes feuda- 
lism as its social base, just as Neues Forum opposes the existing 
socialism in the name of “true socialism”). In this way, unknowingly, 
it unchains the forces of its own final destruction: once their job is 
done, they are “overrun by history” (Neues Forum polled 3 per cent at 
the elections) and a new “scoundrel time” sets in, with people in 
power who were mostly silent during the Communist repression and 
who none the less now abuse Neues Forum as “crypto-Communists” 


‘*A beat of your finger...” 


Is, however, this reading whereby the “vanishing mediator” effecti- 
vely appears as just a mediator, an intermediate figure between two 
“normal” states of things, the only one possible? The conceptual 
apparatus elaborated by “‘post-Marxist” political theory (Claude 
Lefort, Ernesto Laclau) allows for another reading which radically 
shifts the perspective. Within this field, the moment of “vanishing 
mediator” is the moment defined by Alain Badiou’ as that of the 
“event” in relation to the established structure: the moment when its 
“truth” emerges, the moment of “openness” which, once the erup- 
tion of the “event” is institutionalized into a new positivity, is lost or, 
more precisely, becomes literally invisible. 

According to the well-known commonplace (which, contrary to 
the usual pattern, is not a stupidity clothed as wisdom), “after the 
fact”, backwards, History can always be read as a process governed by 
laws; as a meaningful succession of stages; however, in so far as we are 
its agents, embedded, caught in the process, the situation appears — at 
least during the turning points when ‘something is happening” — 
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mn, undecidable, far from the exposition of an underlying necessity: 
a find ourselves confronted with responsibility, the burden of deci- 
wn pressing upon our shoulders. 
t us just recall the October Revolution: retroactively, it is easy to 
Sate it within the wider historical process, to show how it emerged 
lat of the specific situation of Russia with its failed modernization and 
Ignultancous presence of “islands of modernity” (highly developed 
io rking class in isolated places) — in short, it is not too difficult to 
Ismpose a sociological treatise on this theme. However, it is sufficient 
Bi ‘geread the passionate polemics between Lenin, Trotsky, the Men- 
i 
Beviks and other participants to find oneself face to face with what is 
bet in such an “objective” historical account: the burden of decision in 
situation which, so to speak, forced the agents to invent new solutions 
iad make unheard-of moves without any guarantee in “general laws 
if historical development”. 
‘This ‘ ‘impossible” moment of openness constitutes the moment of 
‘ater “subject” is a name for that unfathomable X called upon, 
enly made accountable, thrown into a position of responsibility, 
nto the urgency of decision in such a moment of undecidability. This 

B the way one has to read Hegel’s proposition that the True is to be 
ped “not only as Substance, but equally as Subject’? not only as an 
jective process governed by some hidden rational Necessity (even if 
his necessity assumes the Hegelian shape of the “cunning of Reason”’) 
b t also as a process punctuated, scanned by the moments of open- 
hess/undecidability when the subject’s irreducibly contingent act 
fetablishes anew Necessity. 

» According to a well-known doxa, the dialectical approach enables 
bs to penetrate the surface play of contingencies and reach the underly- 
ing rational necessity which “runs the show” behind the subject’s 
back. A proper Hegelian dialectical move is almost the exact inversion 
of this procedure: it disperses the fetish of “objective historical pro- 
tess” and allows us to see its genesis: the way the very historical 
Necessity sprang up as a positivization, as a “coagulation” of a 
tadically contingent decision of the subjects in an open, undecidable 


‘Situation. “Dialectical Necessity” is always, by definition, a necessity 


aprés coup: a proper dialectical account calls into question the self- 
evidence of “what actually took place” and confronts it with what did 
not take place — that is, it considers what did not happen (a series of 
missed opportunities, of ‘‘alternative histories”) a constituent part of 
what “effectively happened”. The dialectical attitude towards the 


190 FOR THEY KNOW NOT WHAT THEY DO 


problematic of the “possible worlds” is therefore more paradoxical 
than it may seem: since what goes on now, in our reality, is the result 
of a series of radically contingent acts, the only way to define our 
actual world properly is to include in its definition the negation of the 
“possible worlds” contained in its position — our lost opportunities are 
part of what we are, they qualify it (in all meanings of the word). 

Yet our horizon of reading the past is determined by the contingent 
acts we made and which enforce the retroactive illusion of Necessity; 
for this reason, it is impossible for us to occupy a neutral position of 
pure metalanguage from which we could overview all the “‘possible 
worlds”. This means that, since the only way to define our own, 
actual world is in terms of its negative relationship to its alternatives, 
we cannot ever determine the world we actually live in. In other 
words, to carry the paradox to its extreme: of course, only one world 
was really possible, namely the one in which we actually live, but since 
the position of a neutral observer is not accessible to us, we don’t know 
which this world is, we don’t know in which of the “possible worlds” 
we actually live. The point is not that “we will never learn what 
opportunities we Jost’, but rather that we will never really know what 
we have got. Extreme as this position may appear, is it not discernible 
in the everyday phrase we use to designate somebody who is unaware 
of how lucky he was to miss a series of possible catastrophes: “he 
doesn’t know his own luck”’? If “‘dialectics” does not also mean this, 
then all the talk about “Substance as Subject” is ultimately null and we 
are back at Reason as substantial Necessity pulling the strings behind 
the stage. . . 

Its against this background that we must conceive Hegel’s thesis on 
“positing of presuppositions”’: this retroactive positing is precisely the 
way Necessity arises out of contingency. The moment when the 
subject “posits his presuppositions” is the very moment of his efface- 
ment as subject, the moment he vanishes as a mediator. the moment of 
closure when the subject’s act of decision changes into its opposite; 
establishes a new symbolic network by means of which History again 
acquires the self-evidence of a linear evolution. Let us return to the 
October Revolution: its ‘‘presuppositions” were “posited” when, 
after its victory and the consolidation of the new power, the openness 
of the situation was again lost — when it was again possible to assume 
the position of an “objective observer” and narrate the linear pro- 
gression of events, ascertaining how Soviet power broke the imperial- 
ist chain at its weakest link and thus started a new epoch of World 
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Metory, and so on. In this strict sense, the subject is a “vanishing 
indiator’”’: its act succeeds by becoming invisible — by “positivizing” 
If in a new symbolic network wherein it locates and explains itself 
fa result of historical process, thus reducing itself to a mere moment 
Be e totality engendered by its own act. Witness the Stalinist position 
F pure metalanguage where (contrary to the commonplaces about 


roletarian science”, etc.) the very engagement of Marxist theory on 
ie side of the proletariat, its “‘partisanship’’, its “taking sides”, is not 
ceived as something inherent to the theory as such — Marxists did 

speak from the subjective position of the proletariat, they “based 
fir orientation on” the proletariat from an external, neutral, ‘‘objec- 
lye”” position: 


In the eighties of the past century, in the period of the struggle between the 
Marxists and the Narodniks, the proletariat in Russia constituted an 
insignificant minority of the population, whereas the individual peasants 
constituted the vast majority of the population. But the proletariat was 
developing as a class, whereas the peasantry as a class was disintegrating. 
And just because the proletariat was developing as a class the Marxists 
based their orientation on the proletariat. And they were not mistaken, for, 
as we know, the proletariat subsequently grew from an insignificant force 
into a first-rate historical and political force.’ 


BS 
jhe crucial question to be asked here, of course, is: at the time of their 
struggle againts the Narodniks, where did the Marxists speak from to be 
subject to mistake in their choice of the proletariat as the basis of their 
®rientation? Obviously from an external point encompassing the 
istorical process as a field of objective forces, where one must “be 
icareful not to be mistaken”, and “‘be guided by just forces” — those that 
“will win: in short, where one must “‘bet on the right horse”. 
' Read this way — that is, retroactively — the decision on how to act 
‘follows the “objective” evaluation: first, we view the situation from a 
‘neutral, “objective” position; then, after ascertaining which are the 
‘forces likely to win, we decide to “base our orientation on them’’.... 
‘This retroactive narration, however, falls prey to a kind of illusion of 
perspective: it misrecognizes the crucial fact that “the true reason for 
deciding only becomes apparent once the decision has been taken”.!? 
In other words, reasons for “basing our orientation on” the proletariat 
become apparent only to those who already speak from the proletarian 
subjective position — or, as perspicacious theologians would put it, of 
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course there are good reasons to believe in Jesus Christ, but these 
reasons are fully comprehensible only to those who already believe in 
him. And the same goes also for the famous Leninist theory of the 
“weakest link” in the chain of Imperialism: one does not first ascertain 
via an objective approach which is this weakest link and then take the 
decision to strike at this point — the very act of decision defines the 
“weakest link”. This is what Lacan calls act: a move that, so to speak 
defines its own conditions; retroactively produces grounds which justify 
it: 


What is impossible for [those who count on an objective appraisal of 
conditions} is that a gesture could create conditions which, retroactively, 
justify it and make it appropriate. It is, however, attested that this is what 
happens and that the aim is not to see (things correctly], but to blind 
oneself sufficiently to be able to strike the right way, i.e. the way that 
disperses. "! 


The act is thus ‘‘performative” in a way which exceeds the “speech 
act”: its performativity is ‘retroactive’: it redefines the network of its 
own presuppositions. This “excess” of the act’s retroactive performa- 
tivity can also be formulated in the terms of the Hegelian dialectics of 
Law and its transgression, Crime: from the perspective of the existing, 
positive Laws of a symbolic community, an act appears by definition 
as Crime, since it violates its symbolic limits and introduces an 
unheard-of element which turns everything topsy-turvy — there is 
neither rhyme nor reason in an act; an act is by its very nature 
scandalous, as was the very appearance of Christ in the eyes of the 
keepers of the existing Law — that is, before Christ was “Christia- 
nized”, made part of the new Law of Christian Tradition. And the 
dialectical genesis renders visible again the “‘scandalous” origins of the 
existing Law — let us just recall again Chesterton’s perspicacious 
remark about how the detective story 


keeps in some sense before the mind the fact that civilization itself is the 
most sensational of departures and the most romantic of rebellions. . . . It 
is based on the fact that morality is the most dark and daring of 
conspiracies. '? 


The dialectical approach brings to the light of day this forgotten 
reverse of Law: the way Law itself coincides with supreme criminal 
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gression. And an act “succeeds” the moment it “sutures” anew 
igwn past, its own conditions, effacing its “scandalous” character — 
wact is the emergence of anew master-signifier, that supplementary 
bet of your finger” which, miraculously, changes the previous 


into “new harmony”: 


beat of your finger on the drum discharges the sounds and 
a begins the new harmony. 

‘A step by you, and new men arise and set on their march. 
Your head turns away: the new love! Your head turns back: 
: the new love! 
(Rimbaud, A une raison) 


Hhiat is lost after the onset of the “new harmony” is the radically 
Bitingent, ‘‘scandalous”, abyssal character of the new Master- 
Epnifier — witness, for example, the transformation of Lenin into a 
Hise figure who “‘saw it all and foresaw it all”, Stalinism included, 
in the Leninist hagiography. This is why it is only today, after the 
freakdown of Leninism, that it becomes possible to approach Lenin as 
fe actor in the historical drama, capable of making unforeseen moves 
Wat were, as Leszek Kolakowski put it so succinctly, the right 
iistakes at the right time." 


Why is Truth always political? 


is notion of the act immediately bears on the relationship between 

ocial and Political — on the difference between “‘the Political” and 
politics”, as elaborated by Lefort!* and Laclau:'> the difference 
petween “politics” as a separate social complex, a positively deter- 
ffained sub-system of social relations in interaction with other sub- 
iBystems (economy, forms of culture ... ) and the “Political” [le 
Politique] as the moment of openness, of undecidability, when the very 
‘Structuring principle of society, the fundamental form of the social 
‘Pact, is called into question — in short, the moment of global crisis 
“Overcome by the act of founding a “new harmony”. The “political” 
dimension is thus doubly inscribed: it is a moment of the social Whole, 

“One among its sub-systems, and the very terrain in which the fate of the 
Whole is decided - in which the new Pact is designed and concluded. '® 

In social theory, one usually conceives the political dimension as 


194 FOR THEY KNOW NOT WHAT THEY DO 


secondary in relation to the Social as such: in positivist sociology, a 
sub-system by means of which society organizes its self-regulation: i, 
classical Marxism, as the separate sphere of alienated Universi. 
which results from society’s class division (with the underlying im 7 
cation that a classless society would entail the end of the Political z : 
separate sphere); even in the ideology of some of the “new Sea 
movements”, the Political is delimited as the domain of State Power 
against which civil society must organize its self-defensive regulator 
mechanisms. Against these notions, one could risk the hypothesis nes 
the very genesis of society is always ‘“‘political’’: a positively existing 
social system is nothing but a form in which the negativity of a 
radically contingent Decision assumes positive, determinate exis- 
tence. 

It was no accident that the Jacobins, those ‘‘vanishing mediators” 

par excellence, “‘absolutized the political”; the reproach that they failed 
because they wanted to make of politics, one of the social sub-systems, 
the structuring principle of the entire social edifice overlooks the 
crucial fact that with the Jacobins, the political dimension was not one 
sub-system among many but designated the emergence of a radical 
negativity rendering possible a new foundation of the social fabric - 
they vanished not because of their weakness but because of their very success - 
that is, when their work was accomplished. 
In more “semiotic” terms, we could say that politics as sub-system 
is a metaphor of the political subject, of the Political as subject: the 
element which, within the constituted social space, holds the place of 
the Political as negativity which suspends it and founds it anew. In 
other words, “politics” as ‘“‘sub-system”, as a separate sphere of 
society, represents within society its own forgotten foundation, its 
genesis in a violent, abyssal act — it represents, within the social space, 
what must fall out if this space is to constitute itself. Here, we can easily 
recognize the Lacanian definition of the signifier (that which ‘‘repre- 
sents the subject for another signifier”): politics as sub-system repre- 
sents the Political (subject) for all other social sub-systems. This is 
why positivist sociologists desperately attempt to convince us that 
politics is just a sub-system: it is as if the very desperate and urgent 
tone of this persuasion echoes an imminent danger of “explosion” 
whereby politics would again ‘‘be all” ~ change into “political”. There 
is an unmistakable normative undertone to this persuasion, bestowing 
On it an air of conjuration: it must remain a mere sub-system . . . 

What is at stake in the two possible readings of the paradox of 
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wishing mediator” is therefore the very status of social antagonism 
hnegativity: is the emergence of negativity in the social space a 
. intermediary in the passage from one form of positivity to 
ier, the “exception” that characterizes the transition from one 
ity” to another, or is this very “normality” nothing but the 
Bnath, the “gentrification” of a forgotten excess of negativity? 
second solution reverses the entire perspective: the stable network 
jub-systems” is the very form of hegemony of one pole in the 
antagonism, the “class peace” the very index of the hegemony 
class in the class struggle. . . . What is lost once the network of 
ystems” is stabilized — that is to say, once the “new harmony” 
stablished, once the new Order “‘posits its presuppositions”, 


tures” its field — is the metaphoricity of the element which represents 
nesis: this element is reduced to being “‘one among the others”; it 
s its character of One which holds the place of Nothing (of radical 
ativity). 
iA ow we can return to the notorious Hegelian triad: the subject is 
ia “vanishing mediator”, the fourth moment which, so to speak, 
s its own disappearance; whose disappearance is the very measure 
Fits “‘success”, the void of self-relating negativity which becomes 
Wisible once we look at the process “backwards”, from its Result. 
; ie consideration of this excessive fourth moment at work in the 
tgelian triad enables us to read it against the background of the 
feimasian “semiotic square”: 


NeCOSSa SY ghee Impossible 


Lane 


Possible Contingent 


The opposition of necessity and impossibility dissolves itself into the 


domain of possibility (possibility is, so to speak, the “negation of 
Negation” of necessity) — what disappears therewith is the fourth term, 
the Contingent which is in no way equal to Possible: there is always 
Something of an “encounter with the Real” in contingency, some- 
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thing of the violent emergence of an unheard-of entity that defies the 
limits of the established field of what one holds for “possible”, 
whereas “possible” is, so to speak, a “gentrified”, pacified con- 
tingency, a contingency with its sting plucked out. 

In psychoanalysis, for example, truth belongs to the order of con- 
tingency:!’ we vegetate in our everyday life, deep into the universal 
Lie that structures it, when, all of a sudden, some totally contingent 
encounter — a casual remark by a friend, an incident we witness — 
evokes the memory of an old repressed trauma and shatters our self- 
delusion. Psychoanalysis is here radically anti-Platonic: the Universal 
is the domain of Falsity par excellence, whereas truth emerges as a 
particular contingent encounter which renders visible its 
“repressed”’.'® The dimension lost in “possibility” is precisely this 
traumatic, unwarranted character of the emergence of truth: when a 
truth becomes “possible”, it loses the character of an “‘event”’, it 
changes into a mere factual accuracy and thereby becomes part of the 
ruling universal Lie.'? 

We can see, now, how far Lacanian psychoanalysis is from the 
pluralist-pragmatic “‘liberalism” of the Rortyan kind: Lacan’s final 
lesson is not relativity and plurality of truths but the hard, traumatic 
fact that in every concrete constellation truth is bound to emerge in some 
contingent detail. In other words, although truth is context-dependent 
- although there is no truth in general, but always the truth of some 
situation — there is none the less in every plural field a particular point 
which articulates its truth and as such cannot be relativized; in this 
precise sense, truth is always One. What we are aiming at here comes 
to light more clearly if we replace the ‘‘ontological” square with the 
“‘deontological”’ one: 


Prescribed qe Prohibited 


Lia) 


Permitted 


We even lack an appropriate term for this X, for the strange status of 
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Basat is “not prescribed”, “facultative”, and yet not simply “permit- 
" — like, for example, the emergence of some hitherto forbidden 
yowledge in the psychoanalytic cure which holds up to ridicule the 
: ghibition, lays bare its hidden mechanism, without thereby chang- 
s into a neutral “permissiveness”. The difference between the two 
wtains to the different relationship towards the universal Order: 
Beermissiveness”” is warranted by it, whereas this guarantee lacks in 
b fp case of “you may. . . ” which Lacan designates as scilicet: you may 
: ow (the truth about y your desire) — if you take the risk upon yourself. 
scilicet is perhaps the ultimate recourse of the critical thought. 


Il THe ‘“Muissinc Link” of IDEOLOGY 


Phe self-referring structure and its void 


‘k 


Phe basic paradox of the psychoanalytic notion of fantasy consists in a 
lind of time loop — the “original fantasy” is always the fantasy of the 
Brigins — that is to say, the elementary skeleton of the fantasy-scene is 
pr the subject to be present as a pure gaze before its own conception 
rt. more precisely, at the very act ofits own conception. The Lacanian 
formula of fantasy ($ © a) denotes such a paradoxical conjunction of 
fae subject and the object qua this impossible gaze: the object” of 
Bir tasy 1s not the fantasy-scene itself, its content (the parental coitus, 
fer example), but the impossible gaze witnessing it. 

To exemplify the “travel in the past” constituent of the fantasy- 
Fenstellation, let us just recall the famous scene from David Lynch's 
fue Velvet in which the hero watches through a fissure in the closet 
Boor the sadomasochistic sexual play between Isabella Rossellini and 
Wenis Hopper, games in which Hopper relates to Rossellini alternately 
ft his mother and his daughter. This game is the “subject”, the topic, 
the content of the fantasy, whereas its object is the hero himself 
teduced to the presence of a pure gaze.” The basic paradox of the 
Fantasy consists precisely in this ‘‘nonsensical” temporal short circuit 
‘whereby the subject qua pure gaze so to speak precedes itself and 
"witnesses its own origin. 

: A classical example is found in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, where 
‘the most terrifying scenes depict Dr Frankenstein and his bride in their 


198 FOR THEY KNOW NOT WHAT THEY DO 


moments of greatest intimacy when, suddenly, they become aware 
that they are being watched by the artificially created monster (their 
“child”), a mute witness of its own conception: “It is therein that 
consists the enunciated of the fantasy which impregnates the text of 
Frankenstein: to be the gaze which reflects the enjoyment of one’s own 
parents, a mortal enjoyment.”””! 

Whence comes the tremendous impact of such a fantasy-scene? In 
other (and more precise) words: why does the subject supplant its lack 
of being (its ‘“‘want to be’’) by means of such an impossible gaze? One 
has to look for the key to this enigma in the asymmetry between 
synchrony and diachrony: the very emergence of a synchronous 
symbolic order implies a gap, a discontinuity in the diachronous causal 
chain that led to it, a “missing link” in the chain. Fantasy is an a 
contrario proof that the status of the subject is that of a “‘missing link”, 
of a void which, within the synchronous set, holds the place of its 
foreclosed diachronous genesis. The incompleteness of the linear 
causal chain is, consequently, a positive condition for the ‘‘subject- 
effect” to take place: if we were able to explain without remainder the 
advent of the subject from the positivity of some natural (or spiritual) 
process — to reconstruct the complete causal chain that led to its 
emergence — “subject” itself would be cancelled. The gap, the incom- 
patibility between cause and effect, is therefore irreducible, since it is 
constitutive of the very effect: the moment we re-establish the complete 
chain of causes, we lose their effect. 

In other words, the status of the “‘missing link” is not only epi- 
stemological but primarily ontological. The point is not to play the 
game of idealist obscurantism and preach the “inscrutable mystery of 
Man’s origins”, while simultaneously warning against curiosity that 
drives us to stir up this forbidden domain (by means of biogenetic 
experiments, etc.) in accordance with the paradoxical formula of 
prohibition of the impossible (it is impossible to penetrate the origins of 
Man, which is why one is prohibited from engaging in such research, 
for fear that one would discover too much and thus open the way to 
horrifying genetic, etc., manipulations). In its very being, the subject 
is constituted as the “missing link” of a causal chain — the chain in 
which no link is missing is the positivity of a substance without 
subject: “substance is subject’’ means that there is always a link 
missing in the substantial chain. 

Abstract as they may sound, these propositions directly concern our 
most concrete phenomenological relationship towards the other: wé 
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we recognize the other, acknowledge him as person, only in so far as, ina 
sense, he remains unknown to us — recognition implies the 


4 yss which we can never fathom. The Lacanian “big Other’’ is 
ally conceived as the impersonal symbolic order, the structure that 
Rulates symbolic exchanges; what is forgotten thereby is the crucial 
that the big Other (as opposed to the ‘‘small other” of the 
aginary mirror-relationship) was first introduced to designate the 
ical alterity of the other person beyond our mirroring in it, beyond 
ft recognition of it as our mirror-image. That is to say, in his Seminar 
WI, Lacan put the reason for introducing the Other as follows: 


And why with a capital A [for Autre]? For a no doubt mad reason, in the 
‘Same way as it is madness every time we are obliged to bring in signs 
‘supplementary to those given by language. Here the mad reason is the 
following. You are my wife— after all, what do you know about it? You are 
.my master — in reality, are you so sure of that? What creates the founding 
=value of those words is that what is aimed at in the message, as well as what 
dis manifest in the pretence, is that the other is there qua absolute Other. 
.Absolute, that is to say he is recognized, but is not known. In the same 
way, what constitutes pretence is that, in the end, you don’t know whether 
it’s a pretence or not. Essentially it is this unknown element in the alterity 
‘of the other which characterizes the speech relation on the level on which it 
is spoken to the other.” 


m other words, our engagement, our commitment to the other and 
fe other’s engagement towards us, make sense only against the 
background of this absolute unknowableness: in so far as the other is 
i perfectly known and disclosed, there is no sense in committing him to 
aie what we encounter here is the “agnostic” foundation of 
guage qua the order of symbolic engagement. The word given 
*ngages precisely because there is no factual guarantee that it will be 
f. 
‘ From what we have just said, there is an inevitable, albeit surpris- 
ing, conclusion to be drawn: the ultimate paradigm of the unknowable 
g, of its absolute alterity, is man himself, our neighbour — the 
Other as person. Nature is simply unknown, its unknowableness is 
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epistemological, whereas the Other qua another person is ontologi- 
cally unknowable; its unknowableness is the way its very being is 
ontologically constituted, disclosed to us. Freud already had a pre. 
sentiment of this when he wrote about a “foreign kernel” [fremdes 
Kern] in the very midst of our neighbour [Nebenmensch]: the Kantian 
unknowable “Thing-in-itself” is ultimately man himself. 

Lacan baptized this subject qua “missing link”’ the “subject of the 
signifier”: the signifying structure is defined by a central void (the 
“missing link’) around which it is organized — it is precisely the 
articulation of its void (and, in this sense, the representation of the 
subject). The well-known structuralist principle of “priority of synch- 
rony over diachrony” is ultimately nothing but the positive reverse of 
this impossibility of reaching its own origins that is constitutive of the 
symbolic structure: language as differential system turns in a kind of 
vicious circle, it so to speak endeavours to catch its own tail; it 
constitutes an abyss without any external point of reference serving as 
a support to it; each of its elements refers to all others, it “‘is” only its 
difference towards them, which is why it is a priori impossible to 
explain it “genetically” — language functions as a closed, involute 
circle which always-already presupposes itself. In other words, lan- 
guage emerges by definition ex nihilo: suddenly, it is ‘“‘all heze”, 
suddenly, “everything has meaning”. 

This is what the “arbitrariness of the signifier” means: not the fact 
that we can “compare” from outside words and things and ascertain 
that their connection is arbitrary (table is called “table” or “Tisch” 
or... ), but quite on the contrary the very impossibility of assuming 
such an external position from which we could “compare” words and 
things. Words mean what they mean only with regard to their place in 
the totality of language; this totality determines and structures the 
very horizon within which reality is disclosed to us; within which we 
can eventually “compare” individual words with things. 

Recent analytical philosophy has arrived at the same result: we 
can, of course, compare individual propositions with “reality” and 
ascertain their “correspondence” to the described state of things; it 
would, however, be an illusion to think that thereby we found a kind 
of immediate contact, a passage from “language” to “reality”, a point 
at which words are directly “hooked” on to things — such an ascertain- 
ing of “correspondence” is, on the contrary, possible only within the 
already established global field of language. I can, of course, “com 
pare” the proposition “There is a table in the room next door” with 
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is factual state of things and thus ascertain its accuracy, but such a 
Bocedure already relies on the language-totality for the very meaning 
Bthe proposition “There is a table in the room next door”. 

W£he very idea of a synchronous circular order therefore implies a 
is: a discontinuity in its genesis: the synchronous “structure” can 
rt be deduced from a diachronous “process” without committing 
Metitio principii. All of a sudden, by means of a miraculous leap, we 
ba ourselves within a closed synchronous order which does not 
Bw of any external support since it turns in its own vicious circle. 
lack of support because of which language ultimately refers only 
elf — in other words: this void that language encircles in its self- 
erring — is the subject as “missing link”. The “autonomy of the 
Miifier” is strictly correlative to the “‘subjectivization” of the signifying 
: “subjects” are not the “effective” presence of “flesh-and-blood” 
jer ts that make use of language as part of their social life-practice, 
Hing out the abstract language schemes with actual content; “‘sub- 
oe ”* is, on the contrary, the very abyss that forever separates language 
the substantial life-process. 

At is for this reason that the classical criticism oftstructural linguistics 
gat reproaches it with treating language “‘idealistically”’, as an autono- 
Bous ideal order of differential relations — that is, with overlooking 
Be way language is actual only as moment of a definite “life-form”, 
Wabedded in the texture of concrete practices — misses the point 
piipletely: if we could reduce language to a moment of supralinguis- 
R ‘life-form”, the very “effect of meaning” would be lost, and with 
ete subjectivity that pertains to it.” The crucial point here is, again, 
Bat the self-referring vicious circle of a language-totality — the fact that 
me way it relates to “supralinguistic reality” is already overdeter- 
Mined by language itself — functions as its positive ontological condi- 
: far from displaying a kind of “default” to be compensated by 
of a “concrete analysis” of the role of language within the 
ptality of social practices or by means of a genetic presentation of the 
Mtiergence of language from animal expressive behaviour, this vicious 
Aircle opens up the very space of meaning. In other words, the barrier 
Keparating the Symbolic from the Real is impossible to trespass, since 
Me Symbolic is this very barrier. 

“’ What characterizes the symbolic order is the specific mode of 
fausality, namely retroactive causality: positive, “substantial” causality 
Pans in a linear-progressive way, the cause precedes its effect, whereas 
hi the symbolic order “time runs backwards”; the “symbolic 
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efficiency” (to borrow this expression from Claude Lévi-Strauss) 
consists in a continuous “rewriting of its own past”, in including past 
signifying traces in new contexts which retroactively change their 
meaning. The most famous case of such retroactive causality within 
the field of psychoanalysis is of course that of the “Wolf Man”, Freud’s 
Russian analysand who as a child witnessed the parental coitus a tergo: 
all his later symptom-formations were nothing but so many endea- 
vours to integrate this primal scene into the present, synchronous 
symbolic network, to confer meaning upon it and thus to contain its 
traumatic impact — or, to use Lacan’s terminology from the 1950s, to 
locate it within the dimension of truth, to “‘realize it in the Symbolic”. 
The originality of Lacan’s reading of the Freudian notion of “deferred 
action”’ [Nachtrdglichkeit} specific to neurotic causality is precisely to 
link it with the motive of the “priority of synchrony over diachrony”: 
what was originally a meaningless event later, retroactively, acquires 
meaningful impact, since it is only later that the traces of this event are 
included in a symbolic network that gives it its meaning. Psychoana- 
lysis is therefore not concerned with the past “‘as such”, in its factual 
purity, but in the way past events are included in the present, 
synchronous field of meaning - in other words, the proper dimension 
of psychoanalysis is not that of “reality” but that of “truth”: 


It is not a question of reality in psychoanalytic anamnesis, but of truth, 
because it is the effect of full speech to reorder past contingencies in giving 
them the meaning of necessities to come, such that the little bit of freedom 
through which the subject makes them present constitutes them.” 


In short: the true, the past (long-forgotten traumatic encounters) does 
determine the present, but the very mode of this determining is 
overdetermined by the present synchronous symbolic network. If the 
trace of an old encounter all of a sudden begins to exert impact, it is 
because the present symbolic universe of the subject is structured in 2 
way that is susceptible to it. 

Let us just recall the logic of artistic trends: when, for example, 
towards the end of the eighteenth century, the historical interest 
shifted from classicism to Shakespeare, when Shakespeare was sud- 
denly “rediscovered”, it is not appropriate to say that he “began to 
exert renewed influence” — the crucial event is the inner shift in the 
then “spirit of the age” so that suddenly it became susceptible to 
Shakespeare: the way it became possible to take cognizance of present 
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umas and antagonisms by means of reference to Shakespeare. What 
. just be careful not to overlook here is how this retroactive causality, 
Besymbolic ‘rewriting of the past”, is inherently linked to the problematic of 
i missing link”: it is precisely because the chain of linear causality is 
ways broken, because language as synchronous order is caught in a 
Sous circle, that it attempts to restore the ‘missing link’ by 


ating the origins 


w we can return to our initial question concerning the function of 
fantasy-object: this object as gaze fills out a void constitutive of the 
bolic order, its vicious circle; it serves to obscure the fact that any 
fven field of symbolically structured meaning in a way always 
Bresupposes and precedes itself. Once we are within a field of meaning, 
is by definition impossible to adopt an external attitude towards it; 
re is no continuous passage from its outside to its inside — as 
usser put it, ideology has no outside. The hidden chasm of this 
Wicious circle appears at its purest under the guise of tautology: “law is 
aw”, “God is God”. Even a refined everyday sensitivity renders 
Manifest the way such tautologies function: precisely in the Hegelian 
se, as identity-with-itself which reveals the supreme contradiction. 
toes not the statement “God is God” forebode His ominous reverse: 
he first God (‘God is... ”) is the God of tranquillity, grace, and 
fOve, while the second God (“. . . God’’) is the God of an ungovern- 
able rage and cruelty. And is it not ot the same with the tautology “law is 
law” — does it not display the illegal and illegitimate character of the 
‘very foundation of the reign of law? Blaise Pascal was probably the 
first to detect this subversive dimension of the tautology “law is law”: 


Custom is the whole of equity for the sole reason that it is accepted. That is 
the mystic basis of its authority. Anyone who tries to bring it back to its 
first principle destroys it. Nothing is so defective as those laws which 
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correct defects. Anyone obeying them because they are just is obeying an 
imaginary justice, not the essence of law, which is completely self. 
contained: it is law and nothing more. ... That is why the wisest of 
legislators used to say that men must often be deceived for their own good, 
and another sound politician: When he asks about the truth that is to bring him 
freedom, it is a good thing that he should be deceived. The truth about the 
usurpation must not be made apparent; it came about originally without 
reason and has become reasonable. We must see that it is regarded as 
authentic and eternal, and its origins must be hidden if we do not want it 
soon to end.?’ 


It is almost superfluous to point out the scandalous character of these 
propositions: they undermine the foundations of power, of its author- 
ity, at the very moment when they give the impression of supporting 
them. “‘At the beginning” of the law, there is a certain “outlaw”, a 
certain Real of violence which coincides with the act itself of the 
establishment of the reign of law: the ultimate truth about the reign of 
law is that of an usurpation, and all classical politico-philosophical 
thought rests on the disavowal of this violent act of foundation. The 
illegitimate violence by which law sustains itself must be concealed at 
any price, because this concealment is the positive condition of the 
functioning of law: it functions in so far as its subjects are deceived, in 
so far as they experience the authority of law as “‘authentic and 
eternal” and overlook ‘“‘the truth about the usurpation”. 

This truth re~emerges in those rare moments in which philosophical 
reflection touches its limits — in Kant’s Metaphysics of Mores, for 
example, where he expressly forbids probing into the obscure origins 
of legal power: through precisely such questioning the stain of illegiti- 
mate violence would appear which always soils, like some kind of 
original sin, the purity of the reign of law. It is not surprising, then, 
that this prohibition again assumes the paradoxical form well known 
in psychoanalysis: it forbids something which is already in itself posited 
as impossible: 


The origin of the supreme power, for all practical purposes, is not discover 
able by the people who are subject to it. In other words, the subject ought 
not to indulge in speculations about its origin with a view to acting upo? 
them . . . these are completely futile arguments for a people which is already 
subject to civil law, and they constitute a menace to the state.28 
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It is futile to hunt for historical documentation of the origins of this 
: mechanism. That is, we cannot reach back to the time at which civil society 


_ first emerged. ... But it would be quite culpable to undertake such 
‘ researches with a view to forcibly changing the constitution at present in 
* existence.” 


at we have here is a kind of ironic reversal of Kant’s own famous 
ical dictum “Du kannst, denn du sollst!” (You can because you 
ust!): you cannot arrive at the obscure origins of the law, of the 
gitimate order, because you must not do it! That is to say, Kant 
peormally prohibits the exploration of the origins of the legitimate 


pitimate order; it cancels its own validity by making it dependent on 
storico-empirical circumstances: we cannot at one and the same time 
sume the historical origins of the law in some lawless violence and 
main its subjects. As soon as the law is reduced to its lawless origins, 
s full validity is suspended. 

‘It is similar with the search for the historical origins of Christianity. 
rue, we can explore Christianity as a “historical phenomenon”, we 
Wan endeavour to explain it on the basis of social processes, and so on; 
muut the point is that we cannot do it as Christians, because we thereby lose 
ec cess to the Christian field of meaning. The mechanism of this closed 
peop is exposed in Bosch’s famous depiction of the Crucifixion, where 
te of the two thieves executed together with Jesus Christ confesses 
fore his death to a priest holding a Bible under his arm. This 
nsensical short circuit exceeds by far a naive depiction of the closure 
an ideological field unable to represent its exterior and thus obliged 
ff Presuppose its presence in its own genesis — it points towards an 
gideology” proper to the symbolic order as such. 

f The fantasy constructed by bourgeois ideology in order to account 
t the origins of civil society — that is, of the reign of law —is of course 
¢ famous fiction of the “social contract” by means of which the 
‘ bjects pass from a natural into a civil state. We find here the same 
#elf-referential vicious circle that defines fantasy: as Hegel pointed out, 
q : fiction ofa “social contract” presupposes in advance what is or should 
vid result, its final outcome — the presence of individuals who act 
SCcording to the rules of a civilized rational order (as with the myth of 
~ Primitive accumulation”, which presupposes the presence of a capi- 
Talist individual in order to explain the advent of capitalism). What is 
Recessarily foreclosed here — the “forbidden” mediator which must 
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vanish, become invisible, turn into a “‘missing link”, if the reign of law 
is to be established — is of course the ‘“‘pathological” act of violence out 
of which the ‘“‘civil constitution” grew — the umbilical cord which 
links the social contract (the synchronous legal order) with “nature”. 

This is what has to undergo a “primordial repression” if the reign of 
law is to take hold: not “nature as such” but rather the paradox of a 
violent act by means of which “‘nature”’ so to speak surpasses itself and 
grounds “culture” (the civil state); the “intersection” of nature and 
culture which is neither nature (since it is already perverted, derailed 
nature, nature “run amok”) nor culture (since it is an excess of 
violence that is by definition foreclosed by culture). This uncanny 
third domain, the intersection of nature and culture, is that of the abyss 
of absolute freedom: the pure Evil of a violence which is ‘‘no longer” 
nature (it exceeds nature precisely by the “excessive nature” of its 
unconditional demand) and “not yet” culture. In other words, what 
the reign of law has to tame and subdue is not “‘nature”’ but the excess 
of Evil by means of which nature surpasses itself into culture — therein, 
in the taming of this radical ‘‘unruliness”, consists the fundamental 
aim of education: 


Unruliness consists in independence of law. By discipline men are placcd 
in subjection to the laws of mankind, and brought to feel their constraint. 

. The love of freedom is naturally so strong in man, that when once he 
has prows accustomed to freedom, he will sacrifice everything for its 
sake.*! 


What is crucial here is the radical gap separating this “unruliness” from 
the “animal impulses” in man —at this point Kant is quite unequivocal, 
when he directly opposes man’s “unruliness” to animal instinctual 
stability: 


Owing to his natural love of freedom it is necessary that man should have 
his natural roughness smoothed down; with animals, their instinct renders 
this unnecessary.>* 


The Freudian name for this “‘unruliness’”, for this self-destructive 
freedom which marks the radical break from natural instincts, is of 
course death-drive. The condition of the passage from nature to culture 
is thus an uncanny inner split of nature itself into nature as balanced 
circuit regulated by instincts and nature as “‘unruliness” that has to be 
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bed by law. The ultimate “vanishing mediator” between nature and 
ture is the death-drive as this derailed, denaturalized nature — the 
goint at which nature itself uncannily starts to resemble culture in its 
ighest form, that of the “‘non-pathological” moral act. This resem- 

ce can be discerned through what is perhaps the crucial passage of 
t’s political writings, the long — even strangely overlong — remark 
the already-quoted General Remark on the Legal Consequences of the 
Baur of the Civil Union which plays the part of a symptom: it is as if 
the double movement of the “remark on a remark” produces the 
th-effect, as double mirroring produced the point of non-imagin- 
ry, symbolic identification. That is to say, in this remark Kant “says 
ynore than he intended to say” and reaches the very threshold of the 
fink connecting him with de Sade; its topic is the difference between 
fegicide and the execution of the king’s death sentence. 
This difference concerns the relationship between form and content: 
ea regicide violates legal norms in an extremely grave way, it 
@oes not affect the form of legality as such — it retains towards it the 
r elation of an excess to the norm. If, however, the insurgents organize 
ia trial and sentence the king to death, this presents a far greater threat 
to the State, since it subverts the very form of legality and sovereignty 
ithe legal execution of the king (of the person who embodies supreme 
power, who serves as the last guarantee for the legal order) is not just 
the death of the king as a person, it equals the death of the royal 
function itself — an “act of suicide by the State”. 3 The king’s death 
entence is an abominable travesty in which crime assumes the form of law 
‘and, so to speak, undermines it from within; in it, the very subversion 
of the legal order puts on the mask of legality. This is therefore “a 
‘rime which must always remain as such and which can never be 
effaced [crimen immortale, inexpiabile]””** — or, to use Hegelian termino- 
dogy, a crime which cannot be “‘ungeschehengemacht’”’ (retroactively 
‘undone); which, to quote Kant again, ‘can never be forgiven either in 
this world or the next’? — why? Because it involves “‘a complete 
teversal of the principles which govern the relationship between the 
Sovereign and the people. For it amounts to making the people, who 
owe their existence purely to the legislation of the sovereign, into 
tulers over the sovereign”’, and thus opens up “‘an abyss which engulfs 
everything beyond hope of return’”’.* 
__ Kant’s mistake here is to conceive this “abyss which engulfs every- 
thing” only in its negative aspect: what he overlooks is that when the 
Circle of self-destruction is over — when the snake swallows its own tail 


208 FOR THEY KNOW NOT WHAT THEY DO 


— the result is not pure nothingness but precisely and simply a (new ) 
reign of law. The absolute, self-referential crime which assumes the 
form of its opposite describes the very genesis of Law which is 
“forgotten” (repressed) the moment the reign of law is established. [t 
is therefore against this background that one should locate the above- 
quoted Kantian thesis according to which one cannot arrive at the 
(historical) origin of legal power, since it is forbidden to search for it: the 
traumatic fact concealed by this paradoxical prohibition is precisely 
the fact of an absolute crime upon which legal power is founded. 
Every reign of law has its hidden roots in such an absolute — self- 
referential, self-negating — crime by means of which crime assumes the 
form of law, and if the law is to reign in its “normal” form, this 
reverse must be unconditionally repressed. 

Here, one should recall Freud’s thesis on the correlation between 
repression and (unconscious) memory: the absolute crime cannot be 
properly “forgotten” (undone, expiated and forgiven); it must persist 
as a repressed traumatic kernel, since it contains the founding gesture 
of the legal order ~ its eradication from the “unconscious memory” 
would entail the disintegration of the very reign of law; this reign 
would be deprived of its (repressed) founding force. The reason why 
even the absolute power of the Spirit that nothing can resist ~ namely, 
its capacity of Ungeschehenmachen, of retroactively “undoing” the past 
— is helpless in face of this supreme crime is that this crime literally 
enforces the reign of Spirit: it is the Negative of the Spirit itself, its 
hidden support and source. 

The status of the Kantian absolute crime is thus exactly the same as 
that of the Freudian primordial parricide: an impossible Real that 
should be presupposed (reconstructed retroactively) if one is to 
account for the existing social order. What Kant conceives as “‘imposs- 
ible” (the unthinkable, unfathomable reality of the ultimate Evil) is actually 
the always-already realized (although repressed) foundation of the very reign 
of law — and the aim of dialectical “recollection” is precisely to remind 
us of this absolute crime which is the necessary reverse of the reign of 
law. What is crucial here, however, is that Kant expressly defines this 
“crime for which there can be no atonement” as a formal and 
completely futile (non-profitable) — that is non-pathological — act: 


So far as can be scen, it is impossible for men to commit a crime of such 
formal and completely futile malice, although no system of morality 
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z:ghould omit to consider it, if only as a pure idea representing ultimate 


EF evil.2” 


Be can see, now, why this impossible — that is, real — crime is 
Sacannily close to the ethical act: it has the form of legality (that is to 
By what we have is not a mere violent rebellion but a rightful 
ocedure) and, furthermore, it is not guided by material, selfish, 
pathological” motives. This paradox of “‘non-pathological”, “‘ethi- 
Evil is what de Sade describes as the “absolute crime” which 
errupts the circuit of nature: what, namely, is the advent of the 
wsman universe if not a break which introduces imbalance into the 
fetural circuit? From the standpoint of Nature, “Spirit” itself is “a crime 
Which can never be effaced’; this is why every positive law is in a way 
ih eady its own mocking imitation, a violent overthrow of a previous 
Punwritten” law; a crime turned into law. This previous “unwritten” 
Rw of course never existed “as such”, in the present: its status is again 
Rhat of the Real — it is retroactively (presup)posited as that which was 
Ke iolated” by means of the imposition of our, “human”, reign of law. 

fIn other words, there is no “original” law not based upon crime: the 
x titution of law as such is an “illegitimate” usurpation. The Kantian 
Hinthinkable crime which subverts the form of law by means of its very 
Hwitation is thereby in itself already the self-sublation of crime, the 
foundation of a new law — what Kant takes for an obscene imitation of 
bw is actually law itself. The absolute, self-relating crime is thus 


@hg about it is not its strangeness but rather its absolute proximity to the 
feign of law. 


; 
So-called ‘primitive accumulation” 


"The famous proposition from Marx’s Grundrisse according to which 
the anatomy of man offers us a key to the anatomy of monkey” also 
‘points in this direction. First, we have to dispose of an articulated 
-Concept of “man”, the final stage of evolution, and it is only from this 
‘Standpoint that we can, retroactively, reconstruct its diachronous 
&enesis from “monkey”. Consequently, when pursuing this genesis, 
we should not forget for a single moment that in truth, we do not 
“derive man from monkey”: all we effectively do is reconstruct the 
Process backwards, from the standpoint of the finished result. Marx 
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formulates this proposition apropos of the genesis of capitalism, 
which is why it could also serve as a kind of guide for grasping the 
“primacy of synchrony over diachrony” in the functioning of capita- 
list ideology. 

That is to say, according to the usual doxa of “historical materi- 
alism’’, we would expect Marx to search in its historical genesis for the 
key enabling him to articulate the logic of capitalism — to “derive” 
capitalism from the succession of preceding modes of production, 
from the dissolution of feudalism and the gradual assertion of market- 
orientated production of commodities. After all, is not the basic 
proposition of the “historical” method of explanation that to under- 
stand a given phenomenon theoretically equates to deploying its 
historical genesis? What Marx does, however, is the exact opposite of 
this standard procedure. First, he explores the ‘inner anatomy”’ of the 
capitalist system — he presents the ‘“‘synchronous” cut of the universe 
of capital; and it is only then (in the last chapter of Volume I of Capital) 
that he confronts the question of its historical genesis, in the form of 
“so-called primitive accumulation’”’. 

Interpreters who think that the initial triad commodity— money- 
capital renders the matrix of historical development, reduced to its 
logical skeleton, condensed and purified of historical contingency, are 
deeply wrong. From the very beginning, the object of Marx’s research 
is ‘‘developed” capitalism — to refer to his own formulation in the first 
line of the first chapter, societies in which the production of commodi- 
ties predominates. It is only when the “synchronous” concept of the 
capitalist mode of production is developed that we can get to grips 
with its historical conditions, with the circumstances of its emergence; 
here, however, Marx’s reasoning is far more interesting than may 
appear at first sight. The gist of his argument is that, once capitalism 
establishes itself as a fully articulated system, it is indifferent towards 
the conditions of its emergence. There were two main conditions: on 
the one hand a workforce freed from its “substantial” attachment to 
the objective conditions of production (means and objects of produc- 
tion) ~ reduced to the status of pure subjectivity; on the other a surplus 
of money (capital). How these two conditions originated is of no 
concern to dialectical deduction. It is simply a matter of empirical 
historical research — a dark story of violent expropriation and plunder, 
of merchant adventurers, and so on; a story with which we do not have 
to be acquainted in order to grasp the ‘“‘synchronous” functioning of 
the capitalist system. 
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Within this framework, ‘‘so-called primitive accumulation” is 
thing but the ideological myth produced by capitalism retroactively 
explain its own genesis and, at the same time, to justify present 
Mcploitation: the myth of the “diligent saving worker” who did not 
Bimediately consume his surplus but wisély reinvested it in produc- 
4 and thus gradually became a capitalist, owner of the means of 
Mroduction, able to give employment to other workers possessing 
Meothing but their ability to work. Like every myth, this is circular — it 
upposes what it purports to explain: the notion of the capitalist. It 


f'an agent who “acts like a capitalist” from the very beginning. What 
fwe encounter here is thus again the logic of fantasy: the structure of the 
4 ‘ ological myth of “‘primitive accumulation” corresponds exactly to 
sat of the “voyage into the past”; the ‘‘capitalist”’ is present as a gaze at 
§ own conception. In ideology, too, the fantasy-construct is a way 
sr the subject to fill out the “missing link” ofits genesis by assuring its 
esence in the character of pure gaze at its own conception — by 
ie bling it to “‘jump into the past” and appear as its own cause. 

‘The crucial point here is that the synchronous symbolic order fills 
gut the void of its “origins” by means of a narration: fantasy has, by 
efinition, the structure ofa story to be narrated. Although this seems 


rough narration of God's “ages”? Hegel, to use Pascalian terms, 
takes everything on logos (or so it appeared — wrongly — to Marx): the 
totality of the Absolute can be conceived and presented in the form of 
tthe Notion’s logical development; “history” is reduced to the ‘‘exter- 
thal”, temporal appearance of the inner, timeless logical articulation. 
jSchelling, on the contrary, insists on narration as the appropriate 
‘Medium of presentation of the Absolute: God cannot be reduced to 
logos, there is something in Him which is not Reason, Word, namely 
‘the obscure foundation of His existence, what is in God “more than 
“Himself”, the Real in God; this is why the presentation of the content 
of the Absolute must assume the form of a narration, of a story about 
God’s “tages” that goes beyond rendering the inner necessity of a 
network of pure logical determinations. 

- With Marx, this problematic appears in the form of the relationship 
between “logical” and “historical” aspect: against Hegel, Marx insists 
On the inherent limitation of a purely dialectical presentation; on the 
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necessity to supplement it with historical description. For him, the gap 
separating dialectical presentation and historical description is thus 
irreducible: their relationship is not that between “inner” and ‘‘exter- 
nal”, between “essence” and “appearance”; historical description does 
not present the empirical wealth of the process whose notional struc- 
ture, purified of contingent empirical content, would then be rendered 
by a dialectical deduction. What the historical description renders 
manifest is, on the contrary, the radically external historical presup- 
positions of the synchronous dialectical totality, its contingent starting 
point that eludes dialectical grasp, its ‘‘missing link” whose exclusion 
the dialectical totality endeavours to fill out by means of a ee 
scene. 

Let us return to the case of capitalism: what one can present 
dialectically is the “synchronous” functioning of the capitalist system 
in so far as this system has already “posited its presuppositions”, 
reordered its external starting points so that they now function as inner 
moments of the closed circle of its self-reproduction. The role of 
historical description is, however, to “go through” the fantasy which 
masks this vicious circle: to denounce the mythical narration by means 
of which the synchronous system retroactively organizes its own past, 
its own origins, and to render visible the contingent reality full of 
blood and brute force: 


. the accumulation of capital presupposes surplus-value; surplus-value 
presupposes capitalist production; capitalist production presupposes the 
availability of considerable masses of capital and labour-power in the hands 
of commodity producers. The whole movement, therefore, seems to turn 
around in a vicious circle, which we can only get out of by assuming 2 
primitive accumulation ... which precedes capitalist accumulation; an 
accumulation which is not the result of the capitalist mode of production 
but its point of departure. 

This primitive accumulation plays approximately the same role in 
political economy as original sin does in theology. Adam bit the apple, and 
thereupon sin fell on the human race. Its origin is supposed to be explained 
when it is told as an anecdote about the past. Long, long ago there were 
two sorts of people; one, the diligent, intelligent and above all frugal elite: 
the other, lazy rascals, spending their substance, and more, in riotous 
living. The legend of theological original sin tells us certainly how man 
came to be condemned to eat his bread in the sweat of his brow; but the 
history of economic original sin reveals to us that there are people to whom 
this is by no means essential. . . . In actual history, it is a notorious fact that 
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x conquest, enslavement, robbery, murder, in short, force, play the greatest 
* part. In the tender annals of political economy, the idyllic reigns from time 
» immemorial... . Asa matter of fact, the methods of primitive accumula- 
| tion are anything but idyllic.* 


]n.a first approach, these lines offer themselves with a deceitful self- 
gvidence as a criticism of the Hegelian ‘“‘closed circle”: is not the 
speculative” circulation of capital engendering itself the very para- 
digm of the dialectical “speculation”, its notional self-movement? Is 
mot therefore the implicit aim of the quoted passage from Capital to 
denounce the illusion of the immanent self-reproduction of capital qua 
“absolute Spirit” by exhibiting the irreducible trace of contingent 
dnateriality that cannot ever be ‘“‘sublated’”, re-collected, made an 
internal moment posited by the Capital-Spirit itself? It would bea fatal 
amisunderstanding, however, to succumb to this self-evidence: Hegel 
as thoroughly aware of the radically contingent and external starting 
‘points, “presuppositions”, of a dialectical movement; he is thor- 
oughly aware that the circle can never be closed by “sublating” these 
presuppositions without remainder — the circle remains for ever a vicious 
‘one; or, to use topological terms, its structure is that of a Moebius 
‘band. 

What the dialectical presentation renders is not the closed circle but 
the very process of inversion — itself contingent — whereby - 
external, contingent presuppositions are retroactively “posited”, r 
‘ordered within a synchronous circle: in other words, the very process re 
generates the illusion of a closed circle. And what, accordingly, dialectical 
‘presentation unmasks is the “‘fetish” of an Origin by means of which 
the circle (the synchronous system) endeavours to conceal its vicious 
‘character — in the case of Capital, the myth of “primitive accumula- 
tion” by means of which capitalism generates the story of its origins. 
In this sense we could say that, ultimately, dialectical analysis is 
Nothing but a repeated ‘‘going through the fantasy” which keeps the 
vicious character of the circle unconcealed. 

' Today, in the epoch of renewed national revival, the clearest cases of 
such fantasy-construction filling out the void of the “origins” are of 
course nationalist myths: there is no national identity before its 
(colonialist, etc.) “oppression”; national identity constitutes itself 
through resistance to its oppression — the fight for national revival is 
therefore a defence of something which comes to be only through being 
experienced as lost or endangered.*° The nationalist ideology endeavours 


i 
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to elude this vicious circle by constructing a myth of Origins — of an 
epoch preceding oppression and exploitation when the Nation was 
already there (the Khmer kingdom in Cambodia, India before English 
colonialism, Ireland before the Protestant invasion, and so on) — the 
past is trans-coded as Nation that already existed and to which we are 
supposed to return through a liberation struggle. 


The paradox of a finite totality 


Contemporary systems theory has come up with just such a notion of 
a symbolic structure organized around a “missing link” as point of its 
ex-timacy (central externality, inherent limit): its main effort consists 
in formalizing the so-called ‘‘auto-poetic’”’ systems — systems which 
afterwards, by means of a retroactive “trans-coding”, transform their 
starting, initial conditions.” In its “prehistory”, a system begins 
within conditions which determine it in an external way — that is, the 
signification of which is not determined by the system itself; this 
“prehistory” is over, the system finds its equilibrium and starts to run 
its own course, when it trans-codes its initial conditions by transform- 
ing them into inherent moments of its self-development. 

Therein, in such a retroactive ‘‘positing of presuppositions’, con- 
sists the fundamental matrix of the Hegelian ‘“‘self-relating of the 
Notion”: in the course of the dialectical “‘progress’’, the initial cate- 
gory “develops” into a “higher” category in such a manner that it is 
“trans-coded”, posited as its subordinate-mediated moment; in the 
passage of “‘being”’ into “‘essence’’, the entire domain of “being” is 
retroactively determined as that of the ‘appearance’, as the medium in 
which “essence” becomes manifest, appears to itself. At every “knot” 
of the logic, the emergence of a new category “‘trans-codes”’ (restruc- 
tures, reorders) the entire precedent network, renders it visible in a 
new way;"! or, to put it more pointedly, the new emerging category is 
nothing but the principle of trans-coding the preceding categories 

“essence” is, as Hegel puts it, “appearance qua appearance” — nothing 
but the principle of the trans-coding of immediate being into a “mere 
appearance’”’: the illusion of Understanding is precisely that “essence” 
is a positive entity beyond the negative movement of the appearance’s 
self-sublation). 

As we have already recalled, this involute process of retroactive 
“positing of presuppositions” has the structure of a Moebius band, of 
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the “loopy”, “inner” eight: towards the end of his Logic, Hegel 
pimself determines the dialectical process as a “circle returned upon 
itself”’.*? And as we have just seen, is not the presentation of the 


genesis of the capitalist system in Marx’s Capital a description of such a 


retroactive “trans-coding”’? Is not this the reason why Marx makes a 
distinction between the historical genesis of capitalism and the logic of 
its self-reproduction: capitalism reaches the level of self-reproduction 
once its external starting conditions are posited as moments of its 
immanent self-development. Money, for example, is at first the 
external presupposition not created by capitalism itself (it was accu- 
mulated through “non-capitalist’” means — robbery, international 
trade, and so on); however, once the circle of capitalist reproduction is 
set in motion, money is posited as one of the “incarnations” of capital 
itself, as a moment of its movement Money-Commodity—-Money. 
These external presuppositions — the real of a violence founding the 


system and none the less disavowed once the system reaches the level of 


its self-reproduction — play the role of a “vanishing mediator”: they 
must disappear, become invisible, if the system is to maintain its 
consistency and coherence. In other words, the gap separating the 
genesis of a structure from its self-reproduction is unbridgeable, the 
Structure cannot “‘reflect into itself” the external conditions of its 
genesis since it is constituted by means of their “‘repression’”’, of a trans- 
coding which effaces their external, contingent character. It is clear, 
thereby, what is the use of this logic of “auto-poetic” trans-coding for 
the conceptualization of psychoanalytic praxis: trans-coding concerns 
the integration of some external, contingent traumatic kernel into the 
subject’s symbolic universe, it is the way to “gentrify”’ a traumatic 
experience, to efface its traumatic impact by transforming it into a 
moment of meaningful totality. 

Let us just recall the uneasiness of traditional democratic ideology 
when confronted with the “excess” of Jacobinism, with the fact that 
the so-called Jacobinical ‘horrors’? were a necessary mediator in 
establishing a “normal” democratic order: the problem is solved by 
retroactively introducing into the process of the French Revolution a 
distinction between its liberal mainstream (human rights and free- 
doms, and so on) and its proto-totalitarian aberration — that is, by 
proclaiming Jacobinism a purely accidental exception. 

Why is this “repression” of the “‘vanishing mediator’’ necessary? 
Because a symbolic system has by definition the character of totality: 
there is meaning only if everything has meaning. In the analysis of a 
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dream, for example, one cannot simply distinguish among its ele. 
ments those that can be interpreted as signifiers from those which 
result from purely physiological processes: if dreams are “structured 
like a language”, then all their ingredients are to be treated as elements 
of a signifying network; even when the physiological causal link seems 
obvious (as in the caricatural case of a subject who dreams of a tap 
leaking when he feels a need to urinate) one must “put it in paren- 
theses” and confine oneself to the signifying range of the dream’s 
ingredients. What Freud called “primordial repression” [Urverdrang- 
ung] is precisely this radical rupture by means of which a symbolic 
system fractures its inclusion in the chain of material causality: if some 
signifier were not missing, we would not have a signifying structure 
but a positive network of causes and effects. In his Seminar XI, Lacan 
baptized this “‘primordially repressed” signifier — the “mising link” of 
the signifier’s chain — the “binary signifier”: because of its constitutive 
lack, the chain runs in a vicious circle, it produces again and again new 
“unary” signifiers (Master-Signifiers) which endeavour to close the 
circle by retroactively providing it with foundation. 

It is the philosophical notion of the ‘transcendental’? dimension 
which gives perhaps the clearest expression to this paradox of an order, 
the positive condition of which is that something — its very foundation — 

must be missing, must remain “repressed’’; of an order which turns 
around its central void, an order defined by this void: if this void were 
to be filled out, the order itself would lose its consistency and dissolve 
itself. That is to say, the symbolic order is defined by the paradox of a 
finite totality: every language constitutes a “totality”, a universe com- 
plete and closed in itself; it allows of no outside, everything can be said 
in it; yet this very totality is simultaneously marked by an irreducible 
finitude. The inner tension of a finite totality is attested by a loop that 
pertains to our basic attitude towards language: spontaneously, we 
somehow presuppose that language depends on “external” reality, 
that it “renders” an independent state of things, yet this “external” 
reality is always-already disclosed through language, mediated by it. 

This enigmatic intermediary status of the symbolic order corres- 
ponds precisely to the Kantian notion of the “transcendental constitu- 
tion”: transcendental constitution is more than a mere subjective 
perspective upon reality, more than another name for the fact that we 
are condemned to perceive reality within the limits of our subjective 

horizon ~ the transcendental horizon is ontologically constitutive of what 
we call “reality”; yet transcendental constitution is in no way the same 
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 ontic causation (“creation”) of reality — it is decidedly less: namely, 
a ontological horizon.“ In this precise sense, the notion of transcen- 
ental order coincides with that of the Symbolic: in both cases we have 
» do with a totality which, on the level of the ontic enchainment, 
Bey plies a “missing link”. Transcendental constitution takes place only 
Michin the confines of the ontic finitude — only in so far as the gap 


Kensible noumenon persists; only in so far as the Ding an sich remains 
bes ccessible — as soon as this gap is leapt over, as soon as we gain access 
by the Ding an sich, this means the end of the transcendental as a specific 
Intermediary domain. Therein consists the kernel of Kant’s philoso- 
hical revolution: in conceiving finitude as ontologically constitutive. 
‘And the crucial point not to be overlooked here is that precisely on 
: tcount of the notion of “absolute knowledge”, Hegel remains entirely within 
i is Kantian horizon of finitude as ontologically constitutive. That is to say, 
the Hegelian ‘‘absolute knowledge” is usually adduced as a proof of his 
geturn to pre-critical metaphysics: as if the Kantian lesson was forgot- 
en and the thought pretended again to grasp the Absolute itself. . . . 
ometimes one even opposes this “absolute knowledge” to Hegel’s 
all eged “historicism”: how can we conceive ourselves as part of the 
historical process, as our (historical) time conceived in thought, and 
simultaneously pretend to pass the final judgement on history from a 
standpoint somehow exempted from it, as if history had come to an 
‘end? 

\- Hegel’s answer is, of course, that what is false and too pretentious is 
‘precisely the apparently modest relativistic standpoint d la Karl Popper 
‘which purports to be aware of its limitations (“the truth can only be 
‘approached in an asymptote, what is accessible to us are fragments of 
‘knowledge which could be proved false at any moment”): the very 
-position of enunciation of such statements belies their modest enun- 
ciated, since it assumes a neutral, exempted standpoint from which it 
can pass a judgement on the limitation of its content. For Hegel, on the 
contrary, there is no contradiction between our absorption into the 
historical process and the fact that we not only can but are obliged to 
speak from the standpoint of the “end of history”: precisely because 
we are absorbed into history without remainder, we perceive our present 
standpoint as “absolute” — that is, we cannot maintain an external 
distance towards it. 

In other words, absolute historicism sublates itself: historicity 
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consists in the very fact that, at every given historical moment, we 
speak from within a finite horizon that we perceive as absolute — every 
epoch experiences itself as the “end of history”. And “absolute 
knowledge” is nothing other than the explication of this historically 
specified field that absolutely limits our horizon: as such, it is “finite”, it 
can be contained in a finite book — in the works of the individual named 
Hegel, for example.“ This is the reason why, at the very end of his 
system, on the last page of his Lessons on the History of Philosophy, 
Hegel says: ‘This is now the standpoint of our time, and the series of 
spiritual formations is thereby for the time being [fur jetzt] completed.” 
~— a proposition which is totally meaningless if we read it against the 
background of the standard notion of “absolute knowledge”. 

Here, we can risk a topological specification of the Kant—Hegel 
relationship. The structure of the Kantian transcendental field is that of 
a circle with a gap, since man as a finite being does not have access to 
the totality of beings: 


However, contrary to the common view, the passage from Kant to 
Hegel does not consist in closing the circle: 
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if this were the case, Hegel would simply return to pre-Kantian, pre- 
critical metaphysics. Hegel does indeed “close the circle”, but this 
very closure introduces a supplementary loop transforming it into the 
“inner eight” of the Moebius band: 


In other words, Hegel definitely maintains the gap around which the 
‘transcendental field is structured: the very retroactivity of the dialecti- 
cal process (the “‘positing of presuppositions’) attests to it. The point 
is just that he displaces it: the external limit preventing the closure of the 
circle changes into a curvature which makes the very closed circle 
vicious. 


The Kantian Thing 
The status of the “‘Thing-in-itself” is therefore strictly ontic: it is the 


part of the ontic (of “innerworldly” entities) that must fail to appear, 
must fall out from the ontological horizon, if the ontological constitu- 


_tion is to take place — to use Heideggerian terms: if the ontological 


difference is to occur. Kant was deeply aware of this ‘ontological 
equivocality”’ of the relationship between the transcendental and the 
Thing-in-itself; it suffices to glance at the last paragraph of the first part 
of Critique of Practical Reason, where he expressly conceives the inac- 
cessibility of the Thing (God, in this case) as a positive condition of our 
ethical activity: if God qua Thing were immediately to disclose 
Himself to us, our activity could no longer be ethical, since we would 
not do Good because of moral law itself but because of our direct 
insight into God’s nature — out of immediate assurance that Evil would 
be punished. It is as if, at this point, Kant’s famous ethical maxim 
“You can, because you must!” again reverses into ‘“You cannot (know 
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God qua Thing), because you must not (because the consequences of 
this knowledge would be catastrophic for man qua moral being)!” 

These catastrophic consequences of the encroachment upon the 
forbidden/impossible domain of the Thing are spelled out in the 
Gothic novel: it is by no means accidental that the Gothic novel, 
obsessed as it is with the motive of the Thing in its different embodi- 
ments (the “living dead”, and so on), is contemporary to Kant’s 
transcendental turn. We could even risk the hypothesis that the Gothic 
novel is a kind of critique avant la lettre of the Kantian insistence on the 
unsurmountable gap between phenomena and the transcendent 
Thing-in-itself: what are the spectres that appear in it if not apparitions 
of the Thing, if not points of a “short circuit” at which the transpheno- 
mena] Thing invades the phenomenal domain and disturbs its causal 
order? 

Apropos of the “transcendental apperception”, Kant points out the 
utter voidance of the “I” that thinks: “I” is the empty form of 
thoughts, we can never accomplish the step from it towards substance 
and attain the hypothetical X, “the Thing that thinks’ — yet the 
apparitions in the Gothic novels are precisely this: Things that think. 
This Kantian background is most easily perceived in the vampire 
novels; when, in a typical scene, the hero endeavours to deliver the 
innocent girl who has become a vampire by finishing her off in the 
appropriate way (the wooden stake through the heart, and so on), the 
aim of this operation is to differentiate the Thing from the body, to 
drive out the Thing, this embodiment of perverse and traumatic 
enjoyment, from the body subordinated to the ‘‘normal” causal link. 
Let us just recall the scene from Bram Stoker’s Dracula in which 
Arthur stakes Lucy, his ex-fiancée: 


The Thing in the coffin writhed; and a hideous, blood-curdling screech 
came from the opened red lips. The body shook and quivered and twisted 
in wild contortions, the sharp white teeth champed together till the lips 
were cut, and the mouth was smeared with a crimson foam. 


—a desperate resistance of the Thing, of enjoyment fighting not to be 
evacuated from the body. When, finally, the Thing is driven out, the 
expression on Lucy’s face changes back to normal, assuming again the 
features of innocent beatitude — the Thing within the body is dead. 
One of the usual phrases about the Thing in the Gothic novel is the 
horrified exclamation: “It’s alive!” — that is to say, the substance of 
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ae is not yet mortified, quartered by the transcendental- 
‘symbolic network. The paradox of the vampires is that, precisely as 
living dead”’, they are far more alive than us, mortified by the symbolic 
@etwork. The usual Marxist vampire metaphor is that of capital 
gucking the blood of the workforce, embodiment of the rule of the 
d over the living; perhaps the time has come to reverse it: the real 
“living dead” are we, common mortals, condemned to vegetate in the 
Symbolic. 
| Itis precisely for this reason, however, that vampires are not part of 
pur reality: they exist only as “returns of the Real’; as fantasy- 
ormations filling out the gap, the radical discontinuity between the 
two perspectives (the “forward view” which perceives the situation as 
“open” and the “backward view” which perceives the past course of 
ents as causally determined). The two perspectives can never be 
fully synchronized, since the gap separating them is another name for 
ithe subject. One cannot reduce one perspective to another by claiming, 
for example, that the “true” picture is that of necessity discovered by 
ithe “backward view”, that freedom is just an illusion of the immediate 
gents who Serlook how their activity is a mere wheel within the 
farge causal mechanism; or, conversely, by embracing a kind of 
Weartreian existentialist perspective and affirming the subject’s ultimate 
‘autonomy and freedom, conceiving the appearance of determinism as 
ithe later “‘pratico-inert” objectivization of the subject’s spontaneous 
praxis. If we proceed in this way, we retain the ontological unity of the 
‘universe, whether in the form of substantial necessity pulling the 
jatrings behind the subject’ s back or in the form of the subject’s 
autonomous activity “objectivizing” itself in the substantial unity - 
what gets lost in both cases is the subject in the Lacanian sense which is 
Not an autonomous power “positing” the substance but precisely a 
mame for the gap within substance, for the discontinuity which 
prevents us from conceiving the substance as a self-contained totality. 
The ultimate consequence of this status of the subject qua disconti- 
huity within the substance, its temporal non-synchronization, is, 
however, that it entails an additional “turn of the screw”: a reversal of 
the above-described notion of historical process as “forwards open — 
backwards determined”. Namely, when we spoke of the symbolic 
integration of a trauma, we omitted a crucial detail: the logic of 
Freud’s notion of the “deferred action” does not consist in the 
subsequent “gentrification” of a traumatic encounter by means of its 
transformation into a normal component of our symbolic universe, 
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but in the almost exact opposite of it — something which was at first 
perceived as a meaningless, neutral event changes retroactively, after 
the advent of a new symbolic network that determines the subject’s 
place of enunciation, into a trauma that cannot be integrated into this 
network. 

Let us just recall Freud’s analysis of the Wolf Man: the paternal coitus 
a tergo was first perceived as something neutral, a trace without any 
libidinal weight, and it was only years later, with the further elabo- 
ration: of the child’s sexual “theories”, that it acquired its traumatic 
status: only at this later stage did it become possible for the child to “do 
something with it’, to fit it into a symbolic frame in the form of a 
traumatic wound. Here again, Hegel’s proposition that what is lost 
comes to be through being lost receives its full value: an event is 
experienced as “traumatic” afterwards, with the advent of a symbolic 
space within which it cannot be fully integrated. 

And is it ultimately not the same with the act of freedom? An act is 
never fully “present”’, the subjects are never fully aware that what they 
are doing “now” is the foundation of anew symbolic order — it is only 
afterwards that they take note of the true dimension of what they have 
already done. The common wisdom about how history in actu is 
experienced as the domain of freedom, whereas retroactively we are 
able to perceive its causal determination, is therefore idiotic after all 
and should be reversed: when we are caught in the flow of events, we 
act “automatically”, as if under the impression that it is not possible to 
do otherwise, that there is really no choice; whereas the retrospective 
view displays how the events could have taken a radically different 
turn — how what we perceived as necessity was actually a free decision 
of ours. In other words, what we encounter here is another confirma- 
tion of the fact that the time of the subject is never “present” — the 
subject never “is”, it only “will have been”: we never are free, it is only 
afterwards that we discover how we have been free.*© This is the 
ultimate meaning of the “missing link”: it is never missing “now” — 
“now”, in present time, the chain is always completed; it is only 
afterwards, when we endeavour to reconstruct the chain, that we 
discover how “something is missing”. 
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(1. Hegel’s Science of Logic, London: Allen & Unwin 1969, p. 836. 

2. Theodor W. Adorno, “Uber einige Schwierigkeiten des Komponierens heute”, in 
Aspekte der Modernitat, ed. H. Steffen, Géttingen 1965, p. 133. 

; 3. The complementary reverse of this paradox is of course that things must change if 
are to remain the same: capitalism is forced to revolutionize its material conditions 
precisely in order to maintain the same fundamental relations of production. 

#4. Hence follows the ultimate incompatibility of Hegelian procedure with recent 
fipost-modernist” attempts to oppose to “totalitarian”, “monological”, “repressive”, 
wniversalizing” Reason the contours of another plural, polycentric, dialogical, femi- 
Hine, Baroque, etc., Reason (the “weak thought”, for example). From the Hegelian 
hperspective, such a move is simply superfluous: it is already the first (“monological’’) 
Reason which reveals itself as its own opposite, as soon as we endeavour to grasp it “in 


fiimself as the “vanishing mediator” between the traditional (pre-positivist) approach to 
ffociety and twentieth-century sociology as “objective science”. As Jameson points out, 


neutrality”: it expresses a pre-positivist Nietzscheian attitude of distance towards 


iWalues which enables us to accomplish a “transvaluation of values” and thus a more 


iefficient intervention into social reality - in other words, Wertfretheit implies a very 
x finterested” attitude towards reality. 
i. Incidentally, does not Wittgenstein play the same role in contemporary analytical 

ilosophy: is he not even a double “vanishing mediator”, in relation to classical logical 
ipositivism as well as in relation to speech-acts theory? A simple sensitivity to 
theoretical finesse tells us that the most valuable aspect of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus gets 
Most with its systematization in logical positivism: that “surplus” with which Russell, 
‘Carnap and others did not know what to do and dismissed as confusion or mysticism 
Athe problem of form as unspeakable and of silence which inscribes the subject of 
arin into the series of propositions, and so on). And it is similar with the 
4s ification of speech acts in Searle et al.: we lose a series of paradoxes and borderline 
“Questions, from the paradoxical status of “objective certainty” (which cannot be put in 
idoubt, although it is not necessarily true) to the splitting of the subject of speech acts 
{the radical discontinuity between “I” and the proper name). 
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13. In this precise sense we could say that the Lenin to be unearthed is the one who was 
not yet a Leninist, the same goes for Lacan’s ‘return to Freud”: by means of it Lacan 
endeavours to reinvent the “freshness” of Freud’s act of discovery, of his subverting 
the field of doxa that precedes the establishment of psychoanalysis as a new scientific 
and ideological “commonplace”. 

The paradox of Lacan’s “return to Freud”, however, is to ascertain that the Freud who 
was not yet a Freudian was already a Lacanian — that he knew “in practice” what the 
“autonomy of the signifier” means. To persuade oneself of it, one has only to cast a 
brief look at one of Freud’s numerous dream analyses — that of the badly tuned piano, 
for example: 


Her husband asked her: “Don't you think we ought to have the piano tuned?” And she 
replied: “It’s not worth while; the hammers need reconditioning in any case.”’. . . the key 
to the solution was given by her words: “‘It’s not worth while.” These were derived 
from a visit she had paid the day before to a woman friend. She had been invited to 
take off her jacket, but had refused with the words: ‘Thank you, but it’s not worth 
while; can only stop a minute.” As she was telling me this, I recollected that during 
the previous day’s analysis she had suddenly caught hold of her jacket, one of the 
buttons having come undone. Thus it was as though she were saying: “Please don’t 
look; it’s not worth while.” In the same way the “box” (“‘Kasten’’] was a substitute for 
a “chest” [“Brustkasten’’]; and the interpretation of the dream led us back at once to 
the time of her physical development at puberty ... (Sigmund Freud, The 
Interpretation of Dreams, Harmondsworth: Penguin 1976, pp. 273-4) 


How, exactly, does Freud proceed here? Far from searching for a possible meaning of 
the scene as a whole, he so to speak puts in parentheses its atmospheric weight; he also 
does not endeavour to discern the meaning of its individual components (piano 
“means”. . . , etc.) — instead, he looks for particular, radically contingent connections 
between the dream and its “repressed” (its ‘‘other scenes”) on the level of the pure 
signifier. This way, he isolates the signifier's sequence “‘it’s not worth while” which, by 
means of its double inscription (‘it’s not worth while — to tune the piano; to look at my 
breasts’), gives us access to the series of “repressed” associations which reach up to the 
domain of pre-genital, anal eroticism. (Note how even the apparent case of “symbo- 
lism” ~ the piano which is a substitute for chest — is founded in the autonomy of the 
signifier: the point is not that piano “symbolizes” chest but that the same word — Kasten 
- is doubly inscribed.) This ‘doubly inscribed” element of the dream sequence — “‘it’s 
not worth while” — therefore plays a role strictly homologous to that of a clue in 
detective fiction: a detail “out of joint” which enables us to pass over into the “other 
scene”. 

14. Claude Lefort, The Political Forms of Modem Society, Cambridge: Polity Press 
1986. 

15. Ernesto Laclau, New Reflections on the Revolution of Our Time, London: Verso 
1990. 

16, In Heideggerian terms we could say that, among the different spheres of social 
life, politics is the only place where Truth can arrive: where a new way a community 
discloses itself to itself can be founded. 
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B97, See Jean-Claude Milner. 

§. As with Hegel, where words as such belong to the domain of abstract Under- 
nding and are therefore incapable of giving expression to speculative truth: this truth 
yr emerge only by means of particular contingencies of wordplay (the three meanings 
if Aufhebung; xugrundegehen (to fall to ruin) as zu Grunde gehen (to arrive at one’s 
Inund); etc.). See Chapter 1 above. 

19. In the present ideological constellation, when the glorification of (post-modern) 
‘ ou ture” at the expense of (modern) ‘“‘civilization” is again fashionable (the German 
bilrure against the allegedly superficial Anglo-Saxon or French civilization, etc.), it 
d be theoretically productive to arrange into a semiotic square the two opposi- 
Sons of culture-primitivism and of civilization—barbarism: 


Culture «Civilization 


ee 


Barbarism Primitivism 


She crucial point not to be missed here is that culture and barbarism do not exclude each 
Bither: the opposite of barbarism is not culture but civilization (i.e. “non-civilized” 
Bquals “barbaric’”); in other words, culture in itself, in so far as it is affirmed in its 
be position to civilization, sets free an unmistakable barbaric potential - it was already 
#tegel who, apropos of the medieval culture of alienation, spoke of the “barbarism of 
y ure culture” [Barbarismus der reinen Kultur]. The fact that the greatest barbarism of our 
Mentury (Nazism) took place within the nation which glorified its culture against the 
me eperficial civilization of its neighbours (Germany) is by no means accidental: there is 
giltimately no contradiction between Heinrich Heydrich, who directed the Nazi terror 
ie occupied Bohemia and planned the “final solution” of the Jewish question, and the 
flame Heydrich who, in the evening after the hard day’s work, played with friends 
peeethoven’s string quartets, perhaps the supreme achievement of German culture. The 
@itst model of this German Kulturbarbarismus is Luther, whose Protestant refusal of 
Rome presents a reaction of pure, inner culture against the worldly Catholic civiliza- 
ition, and at the same time, by means of its savage, violent attitude, displays the latent 
parbarism proper to the German ideology. 

p 20. The time paradox implied here emerges directly in a series of recent films centred 
around the motif of time travel (Back to the Future, Terminator, etc.): their matrix is 
Always that of a subject who, by means of a voyage into the past, endeavours to witness 
his own conception, as in Back to the Future, in which the hero arranges the matching of 
bis parents and thus provides for his own existence . . . . Terminator, on the contrary, 
Stages an inverted situation: the cyborg arriving from the future is charged with a 
Mission to prevent the conception of a future leader. See Chapter 7 (“Time Travel, 
Primal Scene, and the Critical Dystopia”) of Constance Penley, The Future of An 
— Film, Feminism and Psychoanalysis, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press 

989. 
21, Jean-Jacques Lecercle, Frankenstein: mythe et philosophie, Paris: PUF 1988, pp. 

98-9. Incidentally, it should be remembered that the figure of the monster in Franken- 
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stein was conceived as a metaphor for the terrors of the French Revolution, ice. of 
human creation gone astray. 

22. Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire, livre III: Les Psychoses, Paris: Editions du Seuil 1981, 
p. 48; translation quoted from John Forrester, The Seductions of Psychoanalysis, Cam~ 
bridge: Cambridge University Press 1990, p. 138. What we have here is another case of 
how, in Lacanian definitions of crucial notions, opposites coincide. The “big Other” is 
simultaneously the presupposed Reason which confers meaning upon the meaningless 
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6 


Much Ado about a Thing 


] THE VARIANTS OF THE FETISHISM-1 YPE 


Why is Sade the truth of Kant? 


is of course a commonplace to ascertain that psychoanalysis arose as 
fe final outcome of a long “incubation period”. However, answers 
Hifer as to where and when, in the “history of ideas”, the process was 
fet in motion which finally gave birth to psychoanalysis. In his “Kant 
prec Sade’’, Lacan provides an unequivocal, albeit unexpected, answer 
i this question: Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason. The gist 
ft Lacan’s argument is that Kant was the first to outline the dimension 
Mm what Freud later designated as ‘‘beyond the pleasure principle”. 

f Kant’s starting point is the question: What is the impetus of our will, 
four practical activity? His answer is: a representation [ Vorstellung] 
Which determines our will by means of the sentiment of pleasure or 
mspleasure it brings about in the subject. We represent to ourselves an 
Bpject and the pleasure or displeasure attached to its representation sets 
ij if our activity. Such a determinateness of our will is, however, 
ways empirical, linked to contingent circumstances — that is to say: 
pathological” in the Kantian sense of the term. Man as finite being is 
Pmited by his phenomenal, temporal-spatial experience; he has no 
cess to the “Thing-in-itself” which transcends the horizon of his 
bossible experience. This means that the Supreme Good — the a priori 
oi dbject which sustains itself on its inherent necessity and, canse- 
quently, does not depend on any external conditions — is irrepresent~ 
Able, out of reach to our consciousness: if Kant did not formulate the 
hotion of A barré (the barred big Other), he at least conceived of the 
barred G [Good]. 
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Yet Kant is looking precisely for an impetus of our will which 
would be a priori — that is, unconditional and independent of our 
experience, of its contingent circumstances; since it cannot be found in 
the object, in the content of our practical activity, the only thing that 
remains is the very form of this activity: the form of universal legisla- 
tion, independent of its particular, contingent content (“act only on 
that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it should 
become a universal law’’). This way, we can test out every moral 
maxim: if it retains its consistency after assuming the form of universal 
law, then it is suitable to serve as the moral Ought [Sollen]. 

The paradox not to be missed here is that of the Freudian notion of 
Vorstellungsreprasentanz — representative of some missing, “‘primor- 
dially repressed” representation: the representation which is 
“‘primordially repressed” in Kant is of course that of the Supreme 
Good, and the Law — the form of Law — emerges precisely in the place 
of this missing representation, filling out its void. That is to say, what 
should not pass unnoticed is that we run into the (form of) Law at the 
precise point where the representation is lacking (namely, the represen- 
tation of an a priori object that could act as the impetus of our will). 
The form of moral Law is thus not simply the form of a certain content 
—its mediation with its content is far more paradoxical: it is so to speak 
the form supplanting, holding the place of the missing content. The struc- 
ture is here again that of the Moebius band: form is not a simple 
reverse of content; we encounter it when we progress far enough on 
the side of content itself. 

We can see, now, in what the link between Kant and Lacan consists: 
this “wiping out” of all pathological content is what Lacan calls 
“symbolic castration” — namely the renunciation of the incestuous 
object, of the Mother as Supreme Good — it is by way of this ‘‘wiping 
out” of the incestuous content that the paternal Law emerges as its 
formal metaphoric substitute. To. resort to a rather worn-out word- 
play, we attain the big Other (the symbolic Law) when we cross out M 
in M-Other and thereby hollow a gap around which the Other turns in 
its vicious circle. This is why Lacan rejects all usual attempts t° 
account for the prohibition of incest: from utilitarianism to Lévi- 
Strauss, they all promise something in exchange for this radical 
renunciation; they all present it as a “reasonable” decision which 
provides a greater amount of long-term pleasure, a multitude ° 
women, and so on — in short, they all refer to some Good as its 
ground, contrary to Lacan for whom the prohibition of incest 4 
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yradox), in so far as the incestuous object is in itself impossible, I give 
ie ing in exchange for something (the “permitted” non-incestuous 
eject). 

(This paradox is at the root of what Freud called the “economic 
foblem of masochism”: the only way to explain the strange economy 
i Four psychic apparatus is by means of the hypothesis of a certain 


giculate gains and losses. This loss has an “‘ontological” function: the 
ounciation of the incestuous object changes the status, the mode of 
hing, of all objects which appear in its place — they are all present 


a. 


painst the background of a radical absence opened up by the “wiping out” 


Scompense us for castration; since every possible profit appears 
Within the space opened up by the very act of castration — since there is 
fe neutral position from which we could “compare” gains and losses — 
he e only possible field of their comparison is the empty space consti- 
ited by the “wiping out” of the Object. Or, to put it in the 
@pological terms of the “logic of the signifier’’: castration introduces 
distinction between an element and its (empty) place, more 
fecisely: the primacy of the place over the element; it ensures that 
ery positive element occupies a place which is not “‘consubstantial”’ 
Mit, that it fills out a void which is not “its own”’.! 
Rt is this paradoxical short circuit between form and content which 
nfers upon Kantian ethics its “rigorist” features: since the field of 
pood is “barred”, emptied of all “pathological” content, our activity 
in be considered truly moral only in so far as it is motivated by the 
tm alone, to the exclusion of every ‘pathological’ impetus, how- 
er “noble” it may be (compassion, etc.). Lacan’s point in “Kant avec 
de” is, however, that this wiping out of all “pathological” objects, 
Ris reduction to the pure form, produces of itself a new, unheard-of 
nd of object; Lacan designates this ‘“‘non-pathological” object — a 
aradox unthinkable for Kant — as objet petit a, the surplus-enjoyment, 
Me object-cause of desire. What Lacan does is to repeat the inversion 
Proper to the Moebius band on the level of the form itself: if we progress 
enough on the surface of the pure form, we come across a non-formal 
esi of enjoyment which smears the form — the very renunciation of 
Pathological’ enjoyment (the wiping out of all “‘pathological’’ con- 
ent) brings about a certain surplus-enjoyment. 
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This stain of enjoyment that pertains to the Kantian categorical 
imperative is not difficult to discern: its very rigorist formalism 
assumes the tone of cruel, obscene ‘‘neutrality”. Within the subject’s 
psychic economy, the categorical imperative is experienced as an 
agency which bombards the subject with injunctions that are imposs- 
ible to fulfil: it brooks no excuses (““You can because you must!”’) and 
observes with mocking, malevolent neutrality the subject’s helpless 
struggle to live up to its “crazy” demands, secretly enjoying his 
failure. The imperative’s categorical demand goes against the subject’s 
well-being — more precisely, it is totally indifferent to it: from the 
viewpoint of the “pleasure principle” and its inherent prolongation, 
the “reality principle”, the imperative is ‘“‘non-economical”, ‘‘unac- 
countable’’, senseless. The Freudian name for such an “‘irrational” 
injunction which prevents the subject from acting appropriately to 
present circumstances and thus organizes his failure is, of course, 
superego. According to Lacan, Kant fails to take into account this 
mischievous, superego reverse of the moral law, this obscene enjoy- 
ment that pertains to the very form of Law, in so far as he conceals the 
split of the subject into the subject of the enunciated and the subject of 
the enunciation, implicated in moral law — therein consists the empha- 
sis of Lacan’s criticism of the Kantian example of the depositary’s 
moral dilemma: 


Ihave, for example, made it my maxim to increase my property by every 
safe means. Now I have in my possession a deposit, the owner of which 
has died without leaving any record of it. Naturally, this case falls under 
my maxim. Now I want to know whether this maxim can hold as a 
universal practical law. | apply it therefore to the present case and ask if it 
could take the form of a law, and consequently whether I could, by the 
maxim, make the law that every man is allowed to deny that a deposit has 
been made when no one can prove the contrary. I immediately realize that 
taking such a principle as a law would annihilate itself, because its result 
would be that no one would make a deposit.” 


Lacan's commentary on this is that “the practice of a deposit being 
based on the two ears which, in order to constitute the depositary, 
must be plugged up against any condition which could be opposed to 
this fidelity. In other words, no deposit without a depositary equal to 
his charge.’ In yet other words: the “subject of the enunciation” is 
here silently reduced to the “‘subject of the enunciated”, the depositary 
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: his function of depositary — Kant presupposes that we are dealing 
f p a depositary “equal to his charge”: with a subject who lets 
Emself be taken without remaining in the abstract determination of 
ang the depositary. Lacan’s joke runs in the same direction: “My 
pncée never misses a rendezvous, because as soon as she misses it, she 
ould no longer be my fiancée” — here also, the fiancée is reduced to 
ber symbolic function of fiancée. 
yHegel pointed out the terrorist potential of this reduction of the 
ubject to an abstract determination: the presupposition of revolution- 
fy terror is indeed that the subject lets himself be reduced to his 
#termination as Citizen who is “‘equal to his charge’, which brings 
pout the liquidation of subjects who are not equal to their charge — the 
Beobinical terror is the consequent outcome of the Kantian ethic. One 


ymbolic mandate (“you are my fiancée, my depositary, our 
en... ”) which was later conceptualized as the Master-Signifier 
pel): the pou of Lacan’s criticism of Kant is that there is in the subject 
Who takes upon himself the symbolic mandate, who agrees to incar- 
fate an S1, always an excess, a side which does not let itself be taken 
to the S1, in the place conferred on him by the socio-symbolic 
ork. This excess is precisely the side of the object: the surplus in 
je ‘subject of the enunciation” which resists being reduced to the 

bject of the enunciated” (embodiment of the symbolic mandate) is 
he object within the subject. 


‘totalitarian object”’ 


t, then, is the split between the “‘subject of the enunciated” and the 
Esubject of the enunciation” as it is at work in the domain of the Law: 
lehind the $1, the Law in its neutral, pacifying and solemn side, there 
B always a side of the object which announces an obscene mischiev- 
busness. Another well-known joke illustrates this split perfectly: in 
response to the question of explorers researching cannibalism, the 
Rative answers: “‘No, there are no longer cannibals in our region. We 
ate the last one yesterday.” At the level of the subject of the enun- 
Clated, there are no more cannibals, whereas the subject of the 
fnunciation is precisely this “we” who have eaten the last cannibal. 
‘herein consists the intrusion of the “subject of the enunciation” 
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avoided by Kant: the order of the Law prohibiting cannibalism can be 
ensured only by means of such an obscene agent who takes upon 
himself to eat the last cannibal. Kant’s prohibition to probe into the 
origins of law, of legal power, concerns precisely this object of the Law 
in the sense of its “subject of the enunciation”; of the subject who 
assumes the role of its obscene agent—instrument. 

And that is why Sade is to be taken as the truth of Kant: this object 
whose experience is avoided by Kant emerges in Sade’s work, in the 
guise of the executioner, the agent who practises his “‘sadistic’’ activity 
on the victim. The Sadeian executioner has nothing whatsoever to do 
with pleasure: his activity is stricto sensu ethical, beyond any “patho- 
logical’ motive, he only fulfils his duty — witness the lack of wit in 
Sade’s work. The executioner works for the enjoyment of the Other, 
not for his own: he becomes a sole instrument of the Other’s Will. And 
in so-called “totalitarianism”, this illegal agent—instrument of the law, 
the Sadeian executioner, appears as such in the shape of the Party, 
agent—instrument of historical Will.* That is the meaning of Stalin’s 
famous proposition: “we Communists are people of a special mould. 
We are made of special stuff.’ This “special stuff” (the “right stuff”, 
one could say) is precisely the incarnation, the apparition of the objet 
petit a. 

Here, one should go back to the Lacanian determination of the 
structure of perversion as ‘“‘an inverted effect of the fantasy. It is the 
subject who determines himself as object, in his encounter with the 
division of subjectivity.”° The Lacanian formula for fantasy is written 
as $a: the crossed-out subject, divided in its encounter with the 
object-cause of his desire. The sadist pervert inverts this structure, 
which gives a>$: by means of occupying himself the place of the 
object — of making himself the agent-executor of the Other’s Will — he 
avoids the division constitutive of the subject and transposes his 
division upon his other — like the Stalinist, for example, confronted 
with the hysterical split petty-bourgeois “traitor” who did not want to 
give up his subjectivity completely and continued to “desire in vain”. 
In the same passage Lacan goes back to his “Kant avec Sade” in order to 
recall that the sadist occupies the place of the object “‘to the benefit of ar 
other, for whose jouissance he exercises his action as sadistic pervert”. 

The Other of Stalinism, the “inevitable necessity of laws of histori- 
cal development” for which the Stalinist executor practises his act 
could then be conceived as a new version of the ‘Supreme Being © 
Evilness”, this Sadeian figure of the Other. It is this radical 
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jebjectivization-instrumentalization of his own subjective position 
which confers upon the Stalinist, beyond the deceptive appearance of a 
eynical detachment, his unshakable conviction of only being the 
gnstrument of historical necessity. By making himself the transparent 
instrument of the Other’s (History’s) Will, the Stalinist avoids his 
igonstitutive division, for which he pays through the total alienation of 
fis enjoyment: if the advent of the bourgeois subject is defined by his 
wight to free enjoyment, the “totalitarian” subject shows this freedom 
be that of the Other, of the “Supreme Being of Evilness” with 
feference to which his own will is totally instrumentalized.® 

One could then conceptualize the difference between the classical 
v aster and the “‘totalitarian” Leader as that between S1 (the unary 
Master-Signifier) and the object. The authority of the classical Master 
is that of a certain $1, signifier-without-signified, auto-referential 
signifier which embodies the performative function of the word. The 
Enlightenment wants to do without this instance of “irrational” 
futhority; thereupon, the Master reappears in the guise of the “totali- 
farian” Leader: excluded as $1, he takes the shape of an object which 
kn bodies S2, the chain of knowledge (the “objective knowledge of 
the laws of history”, for example), assuming the ‘ Seponsitiity” of 
tarrying out the historical necessity in its cannibalistic cruelty.? The 
formula, the matheme, of the ‘“‘totalitarian subject” would thus be 


$2 


a 


# the semblance of a neutral “objective” knowledge, under which the 
bscene object-agent of a superegotistical Will hides. 
¢ The decisive point here is not to confuse the “irrational” authority 
bf traditional Master with that of the modern “‘totalitarian” regime: 
¢ former is based on the gap of Si in relation to $2, whereas 
“totalitarianism” makes resort to a bureaucratic “knowledge” Se 
hich Jacks support in a Master-Signifier (S1) that would “quilt” i 
field. This difference comes out when one considers the justification of 
Obedience: the “totalitarian” Leader demands submission in the name 
‘nf his alleged “effective” capacities (his wisdom, his courage, his 
‘adherence to the Cause, and so on); if, on the other hand, one says “I 
‘Obey the king because he is wise and just”, one already commits a 
ime of lése-majesté — the only appropriate justification for it is the 
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tautology ‘I obey the king because he is King’. Kierkegaard has 
developed this point in a magnificent passage which extends, in a long 
arc, from divine authority, through the highest secular authority (the 
monarch), up to school and family authority (the father): 


To ask if Christ is profound is a blasphemy and an attempt to destroy him 
with ruse (either with consciousness or unconsciously) since the question 
contains doubt concerning his authority. . . . To ask if a king is a genius - 
for him to be obeyed in the case of a positive answer — is actually a lése- 
majesté since the question contains the doubt in the sense of submission to 
his authority. To submit oneself to school on the condition that this place 
knows how to be inventive, really means that one makes a fool of it. To 
venerate one’s father because he is smart is impiety. '° 


Horkheimer, who quotes these lines in his ‘Authority and Family”, 
sees in them an indication of the passage of the liberal-bourgeois 
principle of ‘‘rational authority” in the post-liberal “totalitarian” 
principle of “irrational”, unconditional authority. Against such a 
reading, one must insist that Kierkegaard moves here on the terrain of 
pre-liberal, traditional authority: he ascertains authority as S1, a 
charisma not founded in ‘‘effective”’ capacities. 

The logic of “totalitarian” bureaucracy is, on the other hand, its 
exact opposite — namely: when, under what conditions, does state 
bureaucracy become “totalitarian”? Not where S1, the point of “‘irra- 
tional” authority, exerts a pressure “too strong”, “excessive”, on the 
bureaucratic savoir(-faire), but, on the contrary, where this unary point 
which “quilts” the field of knowledge (S2) is wanting. In other words: 
when the bureaucratic knowledge loses its support in the Master- 
Signifier (S1) and is “left to itself”, it “runs amok” and assumes the 
features of “mischievous neutrality” proper to superego. The theoreti- 
cal point not to be missed here is that the apparently self-evident 
affinity between Master-Signifier (S1) and superego is misleading: the 
status of superego is that of a chain of knowledge (S2) and not that ofa 
unary point of symbolic authority (S1). 

The example which comes to mind immediately is (again) the 
discourse of the Stalinist bureaucracy — a discourse of knowledge if 
there is one: its position of enunciation, the place from which it claims 
to speak, is clearly that of pure, non-subjectivized knowledge (thé 
infamous “‘objective knowledge of the laws of historical progress”): 
This position of neutral, “objective” knowledge — that is to say: of 4 
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jnowledge not subjectivized by means of the intervention of some 
‘quilting point”, some Master-Signifier — is in itself mischievous, 
injoying the subject’s failure to live up to its impossible demands, 
snpregnated by obscenity — in short: superegotistical. Lacan insists on 
the link between the superego and the so-called “‘sentiment of reality” 
r what we accept as “reality” is always sustained by a superego 
imperative: ‘ ‘When the sentiment of unreality bears on something, it is 
ever on the side of the superego. It is always the ego that gets lost.’”"" 
as he not indicate thereby an answer to the question: Where do the 
onfessions come from in the Stalinist trials? Since there was no 
‘feality”’ for the accused outside the superego of the Party, outside its 
mischievous imperative, the only alternative to it being the abyss of 
fhe real, the confession demanded by the Party was indeed the only 
way for the accused to avoid the “loss of reality’’. 
f _ Lacan’ s fundamental thesis is that superego in its most fundamental 
ension is an injunction to enjoyment: the various forms of superego 
fommands are nothing but variations on the same motif: “Enjoy!” 
erein consists the opposition between Law and superego: Law is the 
agency of prohibition which regulates the distribution of enjoyment 
pn the basis of a common, shared renunciation (the * ‘symbolic cast- 
tation”), whereas superego marks a point at which permitted enjoy- 
ment, freedom-to-enjoy, is reversed into obligation to enjoy - which, 
ne must add, is the most effective way to block access to enjoyment. 
- One finds in Franz Kafka’s work a perfect staging of bureaucracy 
under the aspect of an obscene, mischievous law which inflicts enjoy- 
ment. “The Court makes no claims upon you. It receives you when 
you come and it relinquishes you when you go.”* How can one not 
recognize, in these lines with which the interview between Josef K. 
and the priest ends in Chapter IX of The Trial, the “mischievous 
beutrality” of the superego? Kafka’s two great novels, The Trial and 
The Castle, start with the call of a superior bureaucratic instance (the 
Law, the Castle) to the subject — aren’t we dealing here with a law 
which “appears to be giving the order, ‘Enjoy!’ [Jouis!], to which the 
subject can only reply ‘I hear!’ [J’ouis!], the enjoyment being no more 
than an innuendo”’?"* Is not the perplexity of the subject confronting 
this instance, precisely due to the fact that he misunderstands the 
imperative of enjoyment which resounds here and perspires through 
all the pores of its “neutral” surface? When Josef K., in the empty 
interrogation chamber, opened the first of the books the judges had 
tead when the Court was in session, he 
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found an indecent picture. A man and a woman were sitting naked on a 
sofa, the obscene intention of the draughtsman was evident enough. . . K, 
did not look at any of the other pages, but merely glanced at the title-page 
of the second book, it was a novel entitled: How Grete was Plagued by her 
Husband Hans.° 


That is the superego: a solemn indifference impregnated in parts by 
obscenities. No wonder, then, that for Kafka, bureaucracy was 
“closer to original human nature than any other social institution” 
(letter to Oscar Baum, June 1922): what is this “original human 
nature”’ ifnot the fact that man is from the very beginning a “‘being-of- 
language” [parlétre]? And what is superego — the functioning mode of 
bureaucratic knowledge — if not the purest, most radical embodiment 
of the signifier as the cause of the subject’s division, of the signifier’s 
injunction in its traumatic, senseless aspect? 

The notion of superego as obscene reverse of law introduces a third 
element which perturbs the customary opposition of external social 
law (state and police regulations) and unwritten ethical ‘inner law” in 
whose name we (can) resist the external legal regulations — that is to 
say, the opposition of legality (the heteronomy of the social law) and 
legitimacy (the autonomous Law within us).!® The way the Lacanian 
approach subverts this opposition is best exemplified by his critique of 
the following Kant fable intended to illustrate the moral law as ratio 
cognoscendi of our freedom: 


Suppose that someone says his lust is irresistible when the desired object 
and opportunity are present. Ask him whether he would not control his 
passion if, in front of the house where he has this opportunity, a gallows 
were erected on which he would be hanged immediately after gratifying 
his lust. We do not have to guess very long what his answer would be. But 
ask him whether he thinks it would be possible for him to overcome his 
love for life, however great it may he, if his sovereign threatened him with 
the same sudden death unless he made a false deposition against 2m 
honorable man whom the ruler wished to destroy under a plausible 
pretext. Whether he would or not he perhaps will not venture to say; but 
that it should be possible for him he would certainly admit without 
hesitation. He judges, therefore, that he can do something because he 
knows he ought, and he recognizes that he is free — a fact which, without 
the moral law, would have remained unknown to him.'’ 


It seems that Lacan’s commentary fully confirms the opposition of the 
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‘external state law and the inner unwritten law — his reproach is 
iprecisely that, in the first part of his apologue, Kant implicitly equates 
ithem: “‘For the gallows is not the Law. . . the police may be the state, 
as is said, on the side of Hegel. But the Law is something else, as has 
‘been known since Antigone.””!® Lacan’s point, however, is that a truly 
jmoral subject would resist the temptation to satisfy his lust not out of 
an inner moral stance, or because of the external threat represented by 
ithe gallows, but: 


it might happen that someone who holds to his passions, and would be 
blind enough to mix in a point of honour, could give Kant problems, 
forcing him to recognize that no occasion will more certainly precipitate 
some men towards their end, than to see it offered as a challenge to, or even 
in contempt of, the gallows.!° 


ssotd 


“ey, 


RT rites 


iWhat Kant fails to take into account is that the subject's desire itself 
functions ‘beyond the pleasure principle” —- beyond the “‘pathologi- 
ial” motivations of self-preservation, of pleasure and displeasure: the 
tproblem with Kant is not his moral idealism, his belief that man can 
jact out of pure Duty independently of “pathological” utilitarian 
‘considerations of interests and pleasures, but — quite on the contrary — 
‘his ignorance of the fact that a certain “idealism” (disregard for the 
“pathological” considerations) is already at work in the domain of 
idesire, of sexual “passion”.” True “passion” is not only not hindered, 
(but even enCOonr et and sustained by the prospect of the “gallows” — 
iin other words, true “passion’”’ is uncannily close to the fulfilling of one’s duty 
jin spite of the external threat to it (the second example from Kant’s 
pologue). And it is precisely at this level that the opposition of 
te and enjoyment is to be located: a simple illicit love affair 
ewithout risk concerns mere pleasure, whereas an affair which is 
sexperienced as a ‘challenge to the gallows’’ — as an act of transgression 
procures enjoyment; enjoyment is the ‘‘surplus” that comes from our 
“knowledge that our pleasure involves the thrill of entering a forbidden 
“domain — that is to say, that our pleasure involves a certain displeasure. 
The uncanny excess that perturbs the simple opposition between 
‘external social law and unwritten inner law is therefore the “short 
Circuit” between desire and law — that is to say, a point at which desire 
itself becomes Law, a point at which insistence upon one’s desire 
‘€quates to fulfilling one’s duty, a point at which Duty itself is marked 
‘by a stain of (surplus-) enjoyment. And it is this ‘‘short circuit’”’ which 
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enables us to locate the paradox of the Kafkaesque bureaucratic 
machinery: far from being reducible to the external social law (the 
gallows”), it epitomizes the perverse reverse of the “inner”, 
“unwritten” law itself. 

If the Kafkaesque bureaucracy were not embodied in an ex-timate 
perverse agency —a foreign body upon which the subject chances in his 
very heart, a kind of inner parasite which prevents the subject from 
achieving identity with itself—then it would be possible for the subject 
to assume a simple external distance towards it; bureaucracy would 
not be something “‘close[r] to original human nature”. That is to say, 
what does the subject discover in himself after he renounces his 
“pathological” interests for the sake of the autonomous moral law? An 
unconditional injunction which exerts ferocious pressure upon him, 
disregarding his well-being. Psychoanalysis is here as far as possible 
from the standard utilitarian image of man according to which human 
psyche is thoroughly dominated by the pleasure principle and as such 
susceptible to control and direction: in this case, the social Good 
would be easy to realize, since egotism can by definition be manipu- 
lated and canalized in a socially desirable way. What works against the 
social Good is not egotistic pleasure-seeking but the superegotistical 
reverse of the moral law: the pressure of the “‘unwritten law” within 
myself, its obscene call to enjoyment that Freud baptized by the 
unfortunate name “primary masochism”.”! 

The Kafkaesque bureaucracy therefore belongs indubitably to the 
inner, “unwritten” law: it epitomizes the “crazy” reverse of the Social 
that we encounter precisely when we escape contingent, external legal 
regulation. It functions as a strange body within ourselves, ‘‘what is in 
us more than ourselves”, an obscene ex-timate agency which demands 
the impossible and mockingly observes our helpless attempts to 
comply with it. And the external law which regulates social exchange 
is perhaps here precisely in order to deliver us from the unbearable 
deadlock of the inner law run amok and to bring about a kind of 
pacification — perhaps “totalitarianism” is not so much the retreat of 
the inner “unwritten law” under the pressure of the external social law 
(the standard explanation according to which in “totalitarianism”, the 
individual forfeits his moral autonomy and follows the law of the 
group) but rather a kind of “short circuit” entailing the loss of the 
distance between the two. Perhaps the usual opposition of the cor- 
rupted social law and the reliable inner moral sense is to be reversed: 
the pacifying intervention of the external social law enables us to elude 
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ighe self-torture provoked by the obscene superegotistical “law of 
onscience”’.”* The external law regulates pleasures in order to deliver 
igs from the superegotistical imposition of enjoyment which threatens 
‘to overflow our daily life. Carpe diem, enjoy the day, consume the 
surplus-enjoyment procured by your daily sacrificing — there is the 
‘condensed formula of “totalitarianism’’. 

* We all know the worn-out phrase about free rational argumen- 
ation: it is completely powerless, there is no external force sustaining 
jt — and yet, precisely as such, it is binding to such a degree that 
mobody can really escape it. When we are aware of the simple fact that 
somebody is right, all our rage against him is in a way helpless; he has a 
hold upon us stronger than any external compulsion. Free rational 
‘argumentation exerts no overt pressure upon us, we are free to use it 
‘or to shirk it — but the moment we accept it, our freedom has gone. In 
ithis precise sense, a convincing rational argumentation “makes no 
claims upon you. It receives you when you come and it relinquishes 
-you when you go.” Do not these words (quoted above) by means of 
awhich the priest from The Trial defines the mode of functioning of the 
‘Kafkaesque Court — that is, of the purest embodiment of bureaucracy 
in its superegotistical “irrational” dimension of the unfathomable, 
‘traumatic, perverse law — also offer the best possible definition of the 
mode of functioning of the free, non-compulsive rational argumen- 
tation? This is the way superego is at work in the very heart of the 
autonomous, free subject: the external social law is sustained by 
‘compulsion, whereas the superego shares with freedom its non- 
‘intrusive character: in itself, it is completely powerless, it is activated 
‘only in so far as the subject adresses it. Vaclav Havel’s pathetic motto 
“the power of the powerless” suits perfectly the superego in its most 
obscene dimension — in it, the subject stricto sensu gets only what he 
wanted. 


bad 


“J know, but nevertheless . . . 


This predominance of the superego over the law disturbs the relation- 
ship of knowledge and belief that determines our everyday ideological 
horizon: the gap between (real) knowledge and (symbolic) belief. We 
can illustrate it with the well-known psychological experience of 
when we say of something (as a rule terrible, traumatic) “I know that 
it is so, but nevertheless I can’t believe it”: the traumatic knowledge of 
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reality remains outside the Symbolic, the symbolic articulation con- 
tinues to operate as if we do not know, and the “time for understand- 
ing”’ is necessary for this knowledge to be integrated into our symbolic 
universe. This kind of gap between knowledge and belief, in so far as 
both are “conscious”, attests to a psychotic split, a “disavowal of 
reality”; propositions of this type are what linguistic analysis calls 
“pragmatic paradoxes”. 

Let us take, for example, the statement “I know that there is no 
mouse in the next room, but nevertheless I believe that there is a 
mouse there”: this statement is not logically irreconcilable — since 
there is no logical contradiction between “‘there is no mouse in the 
next room” and “I believe there is a mouse in the next room” - the 
contradiction comes only on the pragmatic level, in so far as we take 
into account the position of the subject of the enunciation of this 
proposition: the subject who knows that there is no mouse in the next 
room cannot at the same time, without contradiction, believe that 
there is a mouse there. In other words, the subject who believes this is 
a split subject. The “normal” solution to this contradiction is of course 
that we repress the other moment, the belief, in our unconscious: in its 
place enters some spare moment which is not in contradiction to the 
first — this is the logic of so-called “rationalization”. 

Instead of the direct split “I know that the Jews are guilty of 
nothing, but nevertheless . . . (I believe that they are guilty)” comes 
the statement of the type “I know that the Jews are guilty of nothing; 
however, the fact is that in the development of capitalism, the Jews, as 
the representatives of financial and business capital, have usually 
profited from the productive labour of others”’; instead of the direct 
split “I know that there is no God, but nevertheless . . . (I believe that 
there is)” appears a statement of the type “I know that there is no God, 
but I respect religious ritual and take part in it because this ritual 
supports ethical values and encourages brotherhood and love among 
people.” Such statements are good examples of what might be called 
“lying by way of the truth”: the second part of the statement, the 
claim which follows the syntagm “‘but nevertheless . . . ”, can on 4 
factual level be largely accurate but nevertheless operates as a lie 
because in the concrete symbolic context in which it appears it 
operates as a ratification of the unconscious belief that the Jews are 
nevertheless guilty, that God nevertheless exists, and so on — without 
taking into account these ‘‘investments” of the unconscious belief, the 
functioning of such statements remains totally incomprehensible. 
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: One of the greatest masters of this was the Stalinist “dialectical 
terialism”’, the basic achievement of which, when it was necessary 

#0 legitimize some pragmatic political measure which violated theor- 
= principles, was “in Principles it is of course so; nevertheless, in the 
crete Grcumstances ... ": the infamous “‘analysis of concrete 
pircumstances’” is basically nothing other than a search for rationaliza~ 

n which attempts to justify the violation of a principle. 

,, This gap between (real) knowledge and (symbolic) belief deter- 
to es our everyday ideological attitude: ‘I know that there i is no God, 
put nevertheless, I operate as if (I believe that) he exists” — the part in 
"brackets is repressed (belief in a God whom we witness through our 
ipctivity i is unconscious). Its inherent reversal is perhaps best seen in the 
‘work of de Sade: the most incisive analyses of his work (above all 
ithose by Pierre Klossowski) have long since demonstrated the way in 

hich Sade’s work is never simply atheistic, but in its internal 
economy presupposes the existence of God, only here the existence of 
iGod i is affirmed not on the level of belief but on the level of knowledge. 
‘Sade’ s hero does not believe in God, he violates every ethical norm, 
‘and so on, yet he does this on the basis of knowledge that God exists: 
itherein consists the force of fascination of Sade’s hero, the fascination 
jof his heroic-demonic position — we try in vain here to vindicate God, 
mot because Sade’s hero refuses to accept our evidence, but because he 
‘knows very well himself that God exists, but nevertheless heroically 
“refuses to believe this, although he knows he will thus earn eternal 
damnation. His position is thus “(I know that God exists, but never- 
theless) I act as though I believe that there is no God” — what he 
‘represses is the knowledge of the existence of God.™ 
:. Is not the same kind of self-distance at work in the so-called 
“totalitarian” ideologies in which individuals cynically maintain an 
“inner distance” towards the “external” ritual through which these 
‘ideologies reproduce themselves, and yet partake in it? This appear- 
iance, however, is deceptive: “totalitarian” ideology relies on a charac- 
teristically different, much more radical type of self-distance that was 
of course first revealed by George Orwell in Nineteen Eighty-Four. 
The difficulty with Orwell is that the vocabulary of Nineteen Eighty- 
Four (Big Brother, the Thought Police, doublethink . . . ) has already 
become a commonplace, which of course entailed a series of crucial 
simplifications; let us just recall the idea of “total manipulation”’: the 
idea that some hidden subject remains which oversees the entire social 
Process, from which nothing escapes, which “takes all the threads in 
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its hands”, which sits in perfect judgement over the whole of society; 
such a presentation of the ‘‘totalitarian master” as the big Other who is 
not in himself ‘‘deceived”, inscribed in a game which he does not 
command, reproduces the myth propagated by “‘totalitarianism’”’ itself... . 
For all its defects, Orwell’s vision of “1984” is far from this kind of 
naivety: he knows very well that we do not have on the one hand 
manipulated simpletons and on the other the non-deceived Manipu- 
lator, who could “lead the game” — the one who most believes in 
“totalitarianism’”’, the one who really believes in the results of manip- 
ulation, is the manipulator himself: 


In our society, those who have the best knowledge of what is happening 
are also those who are furthest from seeing the world as it is. In general, the 
greater the understanding, the greater the delusion: the more intelligent, 
the less sane. . . 


appears in “Goldstein’s book’’, which is included in Nineteen Eighty- 
Four.” This paradox is the core of so-called doublethink: we must 
consciously manipulate the whole time, change the past, fabricate 
“objective reality’’, at the same time sincerely believing in the results 
of this manipulation. The “totalitarian” universe is a universe of 
psychotic split, disavowal of the obvious evidence, not a universe of 
“repressed secrets”: the knowledge that we -“‘deceive” in no way 
prevents us from believing in the result—effect of the deception. 

In order to dispel the impression that these postulates of Orwell are 
only abstract, absurd possibilities, never fully realized, it suffices to 
read, for example, Hitler’s Mein Kampf: even on first reading it 
displays all the weakness of the view that Hitler simply cheated, 
manipulated, consciously counted on “‘base instincts”, and so on — the 
problem with such a reproach is not that it does not hold but, much 
more uncanny: it is shoving against an open door in painfully trying to 
demonstrate what Hitler himself openly admitted, since he wrote 
abundantly on the manipulation of the “‘psychology of the masses”, 
on how it is necessary to hystericize the crowd, to lie and simplify 
problems, to find simple and understandable solutions for them, to 
hold them in obedience with a mixture of threat and promise... - 
However, here we are faced with the crucial trap: the fallacious 
conclusion that it is not therefore necessary to take Nazi theory 
seriously, that it does not warrant serious theoretical criticism, since it 
does not actually take itself seriously — that we are concerned with 
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simple means of manipulation without inherent claims to truth; with 


‘an external instrument towards which the Nazis themselves main- 


tained a cynical distance: a trap in which even such a perspicacious 
critical intellect as Adorno is caught. 

Such a perception misses the key fact: notwithstanding his aware- 
ness of manipulation, Hitler basically believed in its results. For 
example, he knows that the image of the Jew as enemy who takes “all 
the threads into his hands”’ is only a means by which to channel the 
aggressive energy of the masses, to frustrate its radicalization in the 
direction of the class struggle, and so on, yet at the same time he “really 
believes”’ that the Jews are the primordial enemy. The uncanny dimen- 
sion of this split, of this simultaneous coexistence of the ultimate 
cynicism and the ultimate fanaticism, is what we avoid as soon as we 
interpret it as the cynicism of manipulation — as soon as we see the 
moment of truth only in the manipulation (the popular concept of the 
Nazis as heedless cynical authority who manipulate everything); this 
avoidance enables us to reduce the Nazi subject to the traditional 
utilitarian-egotistic bourgeois subject. 


Traditional, manipulative, totalitarian power 


We could thus say that the formula of fetishism is “I know, but 
nevertheless . . . ” (“I know that Mother doesn’t have a penis, but 
nevertheless . . . [I believe that she has]’’); however, this formula in its 
generality proves too abstract to enable a concrete analysis of different 
ideological formations. So it is necessary to complicate matters some- 
what, to articulate three modes, three ways of working of the logic “I 
know, but nevertheless. . . ”, three modes of disavowal of castration, 
which could be called ‘normal’, ‘‘manipulative” and “fetishistic” 
stricto sensu. Octave Mannoni (on whom we draw here heavily”*), 
illustrates the first mode with a story about initiation among the Hopi 
Indians; it is based on a book by Talayesva, The Sun Hopi:”’ 


We see here very clearly belief in the mask and how this belief is 
transfigured. The Hopi masks are called Katchin. Each year at a predeter- 
mined time, they are displayed in the pueblo, like Father Christmas with 
us, and like Father Christmas, they are of great interest to children. The 
second similarity: the children are deceived with the agreement of the 
parents. The deception is very strictly organized and none is allowed to 
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reveal the secret. Unlike Father Christmas, who is an uncertain but 
friendly figure, the Katchin inspire terror since what fascinates the children 
is that they might be eaten by them. The mother of course relieves the 
children’s fear by offering the Katchin pieces of meat. . . 7° 


This is thus the first stage, when children believe naively that they are 
really faced with a terrible apparition. Those who break the charm of 
this naive belief are the parents themselves or relatives - when the 
children reach a predetermined age, they arrange an initiation ritual 
and in the course of this ritual, which directly evokes castration, the 
masks are paraded before the children and they are shown who is 
really hidden behind them — that it is only their fathers and uncles. The 
key question is how the children react to this revelation: 


“When the Katchin . . . step in front of the masks, writes Talayesva, it was 
a great shock to me: these were not therefore spirits. I knew them all and 
felt very unhappy since all my life they had told me that the Katchin were 
gods. Above all I was disappointed and angry when I saw that my father 
and all my uncles in the clan danced dressed up as Katchin. The worst was 
to see my own father.” 

Really, in what can we believe if authority is an impostor? However. . . 
this ritual of demystification and breaking of belief in the Katchin became 
the institutional basis for a new belief in the Katchin, which formed an 
essential part of the Hopi religion. We must reject reality — the Katchin are 
fathers and uncles — with the aid of a transformation of belief... . Now, 
say the children, now we know that the real Katchin will no longer, as 
before, dance in the pueblo. They will only come in an invisible way, they 
will dwell in a mystical way in the masks for the day of the dance. . . . The 
Hopi divorce the deception with which they mislead the children from the 
mystic truth into which they are initiated. And the Hopi can say in all 
sincerity: “I know that the Katchin are not spirits, that they are fathers and 
uncles, but nevertheless, the Katchin are here when the fathers and uncles 
dance in the masks.” This story of Talayesva is a story of everyone, normal 
or neurotic, Hopi or not. In the end we can see how we ourselves, when we 
can find no trace of God in the heavens, with the aid of some transforma- 


tion which is analogous to that of the Hopi, can say that God dwells in the 
heavens.”? 


Mannoni rightly stresses that here we are concerned with the passage 
from the imaginary to the symbolic register: “belief abandons its 
imaginary form and is symbolized in such a way as to open faith, or 


commitment’, — that is, while the children’s belief in the Katchin 
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: before initiation is imaginary, afterwards it is transformed into sym- 
bolic faith. It is essential that we do not miss how, with this passage, 
: the relationship changes between the mask and what is hidden behind 
» it, the face which is behind it. As soon as we enter the Symbolic, the 
“real secret is no longer what is hidden behind the mask but the 
“efficacy” of the mask as such: the fathers or uncles can be ordinary 
everyday people, with nothing magic in them, but as soon as they 
: “adopt” the mask, things are no longer the same, the spirit is what 
governs their movements, what speaks through them. So the spirit is 
- not something which is hidden behind the mask, the spirit dwells in 
the mask itself: the symbolic function, the ritual form, thus has more 
. weight than its bearer, than that which is hidden behind the ritual 
form. 

We can conceive of the passage from naive belief in the mask into 
symbolic faith in its significance as an “internalization”: we no longer 
believe in the direct reality of the mask, we know that the mask is only 

_ a mask — the mask is only a signifier which expresses an internal, 
invisible spirit, a mystical preserve. However, we must not forget that 
this mystical spirit, invisible Beyond, is not what is hidden behind the 
mask — behind the mask is the everyday image in which there is 
nothing holy or magic. All the magic, all the invisible mystical spirit, 
is in the mask as such — therein consists the basic feature of the symbolic 
order: there is more truth in the mask, in the symbolic form, than in 
what is hidden behind it, than in its bearer. If we “‘tear away the mask” 
we will not encounter the hidden truth; on the contrary, we will lose 
the invisible “truth” which dwells in the mask.*! 

Mannoni illustrates the second mode with an entertaining adventure 
of Casanova: Casanova wanted to trick some naive young country 
wench into seduction. In order to make a suitable impression on her, 
he played the role of a wizard, a master of occult knowledge—heknew 
very well that it was all a trick, that he was only an impostor exploiting 
the credulity of the country girl. So during the night he dressed 
himself in flamboyant “wizard’s” outfit, marked a large circle on the 
ground with paper, which he designated the magic field, and began to 
prattle wizard’s spells in this circle. Immediately something unex- 
pected happened: a terrible storm raged, thunder and lightning 
started, and Casanova was terrified: 


I knew very well [of course} that this storm was natural, there was no 
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reason for it, that it was unexpected. However despite that [nevertheless] I 
started to become so afraid that I longed to be back in my own room .22 


Despite knowing very well that it was a natural phenomenon, he 
believed all the same that the celestial forces were punishing him for 
his profane playing with magic — and what did he do but step quickly 
into his own paper circle, where he felt completely safe!: 


In the fear which seized me, I was convinced that the lighting could not 
strike me since it could not enter the ring. Without that false belief, I could 
not have remained in that place even for a minute. 


The ring was thus, as Mannoni remarks, despite everything — despite 
being a completely conscious deception — nevertheless “‘magic”! This 
“I know, but nevertheless ... ” of Casanova, as we can see, is 
radically different from the “I know, but nevertheless . . . ” of the 
Hopi: in the case of Casanova we have on the one hand the simpletons, 
the suckers, on the other a manipulator, an impostor who exploits the 
superstition of fools. The manipulator “knows very well” that all 
magic ritual is only deception — the moment of belief (“‘but neverthe- 
less”) is displaced, projected into the other, into the simpleton, into 
the object of his manipulation; he always needs the credulity of the 
other and if the deception is “too successful”, if — as the story of 
Casanova’s adventure shows — a fortuitous harmonization between 
the intended manipulation and reality occurs, if it seems as though the 
real “answered” the manipulation, the distance between manipulator 
and manipulated is destroyed and the manipulator himself falls into 
credulity, begins to believe in his own deception. 

Casanova is thus basically incapable of performing Aufhebung, the 
sublation of naive belief into symbolic faith; he is incapable of exper- 
iencing the mystic “presence of the spirit” in the mask at the time of 
the symbolic ritual; the mask (ritual appearance) remains for him simply 
a mask. On the one hand, we have a credulous fool who directly 
believes in it and, on the other, the manipulator who exploits the 
credulity of the simpleton; when the manipulator loses the external 
distance, he does not achieve the level of symbolic faith but simply 
falls into the same naive-imaginary belief that characterizes the object 
of his manipulation. 

Only with the third mode do we attain fetishism stricto sensu: here, as 
Mannoni demonstrates, we are not at all concerned with belief; the 
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: fetishist only “knows very well”; the second moment, the belief 


contained in “‘but nevertheless”, is directly incarnated in the fetishistic 


- object: 


the reinstatement of the fetish abolishes the problem of belief, magic or 
not, at least in the terms in which we set it: the fetishist does not seek any 
kind of credulity; for him the others are in ignorance and he is content to 
leave them in it . . . the place of credulity, the place of the other, is now 
occupied by the fetish itself.** 


For the fetishist, therefore, his other, “ordinary people”, are not 
simpletons, suckers whom it is necessary to exploit, but simply 
ignorant: the fetishist has privileged access to the Object, the signifi- 
cance of which “‘ordinary people’’ overlook; his position is thus in 
some sense the very opposite to that of the manipulator Casanova, 
since he is primarily himself that which appears in the eyes of 
“ordinary people” a simpleton, convinced of the exceptional value of 
the chosen Object. 

These three modes of “disavowing castration”, of working the 
logic of “I know, but nevertheless . . . ’, can be interpreted as three 
elementary structures of the exercise of authority: 


First, traditional authority is based on what we could call the mystique 
of the Institution. Authority bases its charismatic power on symbolic 


. Titual, on the form of the Institution as such. The king, the judge, the 
. president,and so on, can be personally dishonest, rotten, but when 


they adopt the insignia of Authority, they experience a kind of mystic 
transubstantiation; the judge no longer speaks as a person, it is Law 


. itself which speaks through him. Such was the view of Socrates before 


the court which condemned him to death: in view of content, the 
judgement was undoubtedly faulty, it was conditioned by the vindic- 
tive nature of the judge, but Socrates did not want to flee since the 
form of the Law itself, which must remain inviolate, meant more than 
the empirical, fortuitous content of the judgement. Socrates’ argu- 
ment could thus actually be linked to the phrase “I know, but 


nevertheless. . . ”: “I know that the verdict which condemned me to 
death is faulty, but nevertheless we must respect the form of the Law 
as such... ” ‘The spirit of the Law” thus dwells in the symbolic 


ritual, in the form as such, not in the rottenness of its momentary 
bearer: constitutional Authority is better, however faulty in its 
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content, than authority which is fortuitously “fair”, yet without 
support in an Institution. 

The specific mode of this symbolic authority epitomized by the 
Name-of-the-Father can best be exemplified by the version of the “je 
sais bien, mais quand méme . . .” contained in the “wise saying” of the 
Philosopher from Mozart’s Cosi fan tutte: although women’s matrimo- 
nial fidelity is to be trusted, we must nevertheless avoid putting this 
trust to the test by exposing them to too much temptation. Far from 
being reducible to vulgar misogynous cynicism, these words enable us 
to grasp why Lacan determined Woman as one of the Names-of-the- 
Father. The Name-of-the-Father designates the phallic metaphor (the 
phallic signifier), so the key to this enigma is to be sought in the phallic 
dimension — it is this dimension which constitutes a link between the 
Philosopher’s ‘‘wise saying” about women and the paternal symbolic 
authority. That is to say, the same thing that goes for women goes also 
for the Father as symbolic authority: Father’s authority is to be fully 
trusted, yet one should not put it to the test too often since, sooner or 
later, one is bound to discover that Father is an impostor and his 
authority a pure semblance . . . . And it is the same with the King: his 
wisdom, justice and power are to be trusted, yet not too severely 
tested. 

Therein consists the logic of the “phallic” power: to aggravate its 
paradox, it is actual (i.e. effective) only as potential — its full deployment 
lays bare its imposture. Every authority, in so far as it is symbolic — 
and every intersubjective authority is a symbolic one; is ultimately 
founded in the power of the signifier, not in the immediate force of 
coercion - implies a certain surplus of trust, a certain “if He knew 
about it (about the wrongdoings carried out in His name, about the 
injustices we have to suffer), He would set things right without delay” 
which, on account of a structural necessity, must remain a pure 
possibility. Perhaps this paradox enables us to account for economy as 
such: we possess power, we are “in” it, only in so far as we do not put 
it to use thoroughly, in so far as we keep it in reserve, as a threat — in 
short: in so far as we economize. 

The Lacanian “‘plus-One” [le plus-Un] is precisely this necessary 
surplus: every signifying set contains an element which is “empty”, 
whose value is accepted on trust, yet which precisely as such guaran- 
tees the “full” validity of all other elements. Strictly speaking it comes 
in excess, yet the moment we take it away, the very consistency of the 
other elements disintegrates. And is not this eventually the logic of all 
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“reserves”: monetary, military, food? Piles of gold have to lie around 
‘uselessly at Fort Knox so that the so-called monetary balance is 


maintained; weapons not meant to be used have been accumulated to 


“guarantee the “balance of fear’; mountains of wheat and corn must rot 
‘in silos to secure our food reserves — how can one not apprehend that 
the logic at work here is senseless from the viewpoint of “reality”; that 
.jn order to explain its efficacy, one has to take into account a purely 


symbolic function?® 


The second mode corresponds to what might be called manipulative 
authority: authority which is no longer based on the mystique of the 
Institution ~ on the performative power of symbolic ritual — but 
‘directly on the manipulation of its subjects. This kind of logic corres- 
‘ponds to a late-bourgeois society of “pathological Narcissism”, con- 
stituted of individuals who take part in the social game externally, 


ay ok 


without “internal identification” — they “wear (social) masks’, “play 


‘ (their) roles”, ‘not taking them seriously”: the basic aim of the ‘‘social 


game’”’ is to deceive the other, to exploit his naivety and credulity; the 
social role or the mask is directly experienced as manipulative impos- 
ture; the whole aim of the mask is to “make an impression on the 
other”. 

The basic attitude of manipulative authority is consequently cyni- 
cal, in so far as we understand cynicism in the strict Lacanian sense: the 
cynic, from the fact that “‘the Other does not exist” — that the Other 
(the symbolic order) is only a fiction, that it does not pertain to the 
Real - erroneously concludes that the Other does not function, is not 
effectual. What is meant by the fact that the Other, despite being a 
fiction, is “effective” can actually best be illustrated precisely with the 
above-mentioned mystique of the Institution proper to traditional 
power: we know that Authority is a fiction, but nevertheless this 
fiction regulates our actual, real behaviour; we regulate social reality 
itself as though the fiction were real. But the cynic — who believes only 
in the Real of enjoyment — preserves an external distance towards the 
symbolic fiction; he does not really accept its symbolic efficacy, he 
merely uses it as means of manipulation. The efficacy of the fiction 
takes its revenge on him when a coincidence of the fiction with reality 
occurs: he then performs as “his own sucker”. 


The third mode, fetishism stricto sensu, would be the matrix of 
totalitarian authority: the point is no longer that the other (“ordinary 
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people”) would be deceived manipulatively but that we are ourselves 
those who — although “‘we know very well” that we are people like 
others — at the same time consider ourselves to be “people of a special 
mould, made of special stuff” — as individuals who participate in the 
fetish of the Object-Party, direct embodiment of the Will of History. 
The breach between cynicism and totalitarian logic can be well 
illustrated by the different attitude to the experience that “the 
Emperor has no clothes”. A variation on this theme is typical cynical 
“wisdom”: “phrases about values, honour, honesty are all empty 
words, they serve only to deceive the suckers; what counts is only the 
Real (money, power, influence).” . . . The cynic overlooks here that 
we are naked only beneath our clothes: a cynical kind of demystification is 
itself still all too naive in that it fails to notice how the “naked Real”’ is 
sustained by the symbolic fiction. The totalitarian, too, does not 
believe in the symbolic fiction, in his version of the Emperor’s clothes; 
he knows very well that the Emperor is naked (in the case of the 
Communist totalitarian, that the system is actually corrupt, that talk 
about socialist democracy is just empty verbiage, and so on). Yet in 
contrast to traditional authority, what he adds is not ‘“‘but neverthe- 
less” but “just because”: just because the Emperor is naked we must 
hold together the more, work for the Good, our Cause is all the more 
necessary... 


There is a point in Nineteen Eighty-Four at which Orwell “produces his 
own symptom”, says more than he is aware of saying: it is an insertion 
which in its form already operates as something exceptional, an 
extrusion — namely, the so-called ‘““Goldstein’s book”, the theoretical 
treatise of a “dissident” which clarifies the ‘“‘real nature” of totalitarian 
society: that it is concerned with power for its own sake, and so on. 
What is its place in the universe of “1984? Towards the end of 
Nineteen Eighty-Four we learn that this book was not written by 
Goldstein at all, but fabricated by the Party itself - why? The first 
answer is, of course, that it is an old, regular tactic of a totalitarian 
Party in power: if there is no opposition it must be invented, since the 
Party needs external and internal enemies so that, in the name of this 
danger, it can maintain the state of emergency and total unity; 
“Goldstein’s book”’ is intended to encourage the formation of opposi- 
tion groups and thus create the excuse for incessant purges, the settling 
of internal accounts. However, this answer, although valid, is not 
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enough: in ‘“‘Goldstein’s book”’ there is “something more”: it contains 
primarily a truth about the working of a totalitarian system ~ from 
where does this “compulsion” of the Party come, to produce a Text 
which expresses its own truth? 

Nineteen Eighty-Four belongs to the so-called “last-man novels” (it 
should not be forgotten that one of its provisional titles was The Last 
Man): novels which describe some catastrophic situation in which ‘‘the 
last living beings” exert all their force to tell others — posterity — the 
truth of what happened. This catastrophic situation can be of the most 
varied nature: from natural catastrophes which destroy some group, 
to concentration camps (where, as is well known, a number of 
prisoners held on to life only by the desire to pass on to posterity the 
truth of their experiences) and similar social catastrophes, like the 
emergence of a totalitarian society as perceived by the “last man” who 
still resists its closure. If this paradigm is applied to Nineteen Eighty- 
Four, then a paradoxical result is achieved: the “‘last man” is not so 
much the unhappy Winston Smith with his diary as primarily the Party 
itself with its ““Goldstein’s book”’. This book “settles acounts” with the 
big Other, the guarantor of truth: it lays out the “real state of things” 
as for the “Last Judgement”. It is for this that the Party needs 
“dissidents”, for this that it needs “Goldstein”: it cannot express its 
truth in the first person — even in the “innermost circle” it can never 
come to the point at which “the Party knows how matters actually 
stand”, at which it would recognize the taurological truth that the aim 
of its power is just power itself — so it can achieve it only as a 
construction imputed to someone else. The circle of totalitarian 
ideology is thus never closed — it necessarily contains what Edgar 
Allan Poe would call its “imp of perversity” compelling it to confess 
the truth about itself. 


Il “THe Kinc 1s A THING” 


The King’s two bodies 


According to Saint-Just’s famous motto, Revolution has established 
happiness as a political factor. What Saint-Just meant by “happiness” 
has of course little to do with enjoyment: it implies revolutionary 
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Virtue, a radical renunciation of the decadent pleasures of the ancien 
régime. In the Jacobinical universe, this surplus of enjoyment corrupt- 
ing the sound body of the People is incarnated in the person of the 
King: it is as if the very body of the King condenses in itself the secret 
cause of the People’s enslavement to the forces of corruption and 
tyranny. The Jacobins effectuated here a kind of anamorphotic rever- 
sal: what appeared in the traditional perspective as the charismatic 
embodiment of the People, as the point at which the People’s “‘life- 
substance” acquired immediate existence, changes now, when viewed 
from another perspective, into a cancerous protuberance contaminat- 
ing the body of the People - which is why the purification of the 
People demands that this protuberance be cut off. To paraphrase Saint- 
Just: if the Republic is to survive, this man—the King — must be put to 
death, because his very existence poses a threat to the Republic. 

It is a commonplace that with this logic of the King’s necessary 
execution, the Jacobins reached an impasse; however, this impasse is 
more sophisticated than it may seem. At first sight, it appears that the 
Jacobins succumbed to the illusion indicated, among others, by Marx 
in a note to Chapter 1 of Capital: they overlooked that “to be a king” is 
not an immediate natural property of the person of a king but a 
“determination-of-reflection” — that a king is a king because his 
subjects treat him like one, and not the reverse. The proper way to get 
rid of this illusion is thus not the murder of the king but the dissolution 
of the network of social relations within which a certain person 
acquires the status of a king — as soon as this symbolic network loses its 
performative power, we suddenly see how the person who previously 
provoked such fascination is really an individual like others; we are 
confronted with the material remainder which was stuck on the 
symbolic function.» It is true that we thus reach the comforting 
conclusion that the greatest punishment for the king is to let him live 
outside his symbolic function, as an ordinary citizen, which is at the 
same time supposed to be the most successful way to dispense with the 
symbolic efficiency of the function “king”; however, such a distinc- 
tion between king as a symbolic function and its empirical bearer 
misses a paradox that we could designate by the term ‘“‘chiasmic 
exchange of properties” introduced by Andrzej Warminski.*” 

Claude Lefort has already articulated this paradox apropos of his 
criticism of the classical thesis of Ernst Kantorowicz concerning “the 
king’s two bodies”: his sublime, immaterial, sacred body and his 
terrestrial body subjected to the cycle of generation and corruption. ® 
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The point is not simply that his transient material body serves as a 
support, symbol, incarnation of his sublime body; it consists rather in 


: : bey 
the curious fact that as soon as a certain person functions as “king”, his 


everyday, ordinary properties undergo a kind of “‘transubstantiation” 
and become an object of fascination: 


. it is the natural body which, because it is combined with the 
supernatural body, exercises the charm that delights the people. It is 
insofar as it is a sexed body, a body capable of procreation and of physical 
love, and a fallible body, that it effects an unconscious mediation between 
the human and divine.*? 


The wisdom of royal families to this very day has therefore been not 
only to tolerate, but even to incite rumours about their intrigues, small 
human frailties, love escapades, and so on — all of which have served 
precisely to enforce the charisma of the royal figures. The more we 
represent the king as an ordinary man, caught in the same passions, 
victim of the same pettinesses as we — that is, the more we accentuate 
his “‘pathological” features (in the Kantian meaning of the term) — the 
more he remains “king”. Because of this paradoxical exchange of 
properties, we cannot deprive the king of his charisma simply by 
treating him as our equal. At the very moment of his greatest 
abasement, he arouses absolute compassion and fascination — witness 
the trial of “citizen Louis Capet”’. 

"What is at stake is thus not simply the split between the empirical 
person of the king and his symbolic function. The point is rather that 
this symbolic function redoubles his very body, introducing a split 
between the visible, material, transient body and another, sublime 
body, a body made of a special, immaterial stuff. In his seminar on 
Desire and its Interpretation (1958-9) Lacan proposes a similar reading of 
the well-known dialogue from Hamlet: ““The body is with the king, 
but the king is not with the body. The king is a thing. — A thing, my 
Lord? — Of nothing.” The distinction body/thing coincides here with 
the difference between the material and the sublime body: the “thing” 
is what Lacan calls objet petit a, a sublime, evasive body which is a 
“thing of nothing”, a pure semblance without substance. According 
to Lacan, it is here that we must look for the reason behind Hamlet’s 
hesitation and prevarication: he wants to strike Claudius in such a way 
that by striking a blow to his material body, he would hit the “thing” 
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in it, the king’s sublime body. At the same time, he knows that in so 
far as this sublime body is a pure semblance, it would forever slip out 
of his reach ~ his blow would always strike empty: 


. One cannot strike the phallus, because the phallus, even the real 
phallus, is a semblance. 


We were troubled at the time by the question of why, after all, no one 
assassinated Hitler - Hitler, who is very much this object that is not like the 
others, this object x whose function in the homogenization of the crowd 


by means of identification is demonstrated by Freud. Doesn't this lead back 
to what we're discussing here? 


... What stays Hamlet’s arm? It’s not fear — he has nothing but 


contempt for the guy — it’s because he knows that he must strike something 
other than what’s there.” 


The impasse of the Jacobins apropos of the king should be located at 
the same level. They were guided by the right intuition that with the 
king we cannot simply distinguish the empirical person from his 
symbolic mandate ~ the more we isolate the person, the more this 
remainder remains a king. For all that, their regicide cannot but strike 
us as misdirected, as an impotent acting out which was simultaneously 
excessive and empty. In other words, we cannot elude the paradoxi- 
cal, contradictory impression that the decapitation of the king was 
fundamentally superfluous and a terrifying sacrilege confirming the 
king’s charisma by very means of his physical destruction. The same 
impression is at work in all similar cases, including the execution of 
Ceausescu: when confronted with the picture of his bloodstained 
body, even the greatest enemies of his regime shrank back, as if they 
were witness to excessive cruelty, but at the same time a strange fear 
flashed across their mind, mixed with incredulity: is this really him? 
Or, to use the terms from Hamlet: is the thing really with this body? 
Did it really die with it? 


Lenin’s two bodies 


This mention of Ceausescu is by no means accidental. Within the post- 
revolutionary “totalitarian” order, we have witnessed a re-emergence 
of the sublime political body in the shape of Leader and/or Party. The 
tragic greatness of the Jacobins consists precisely in the fact that they 
refused to accomplish this step: they preferred to lose their head 
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phrsialy, rather than to take upon themselves the passage to personal 
Wictatorship (to assist at the Napoleonic Thermidor). They did not 
igant to pass a certain threshold beyond which they could again “rule 
nnocently” by means of assuming the position of a pure instrument of 
the Other’s will. It was of course again Saint-Just, the “purest” among 
ithem. who had a kind of presentiment of this threshold, when he 
imputed to the waverers who dared not assume the burden of Terror 
i implicit reasoning “We are not sufficiently virtuous to be so 


errible’’. 
— Jacobins lacked the absolute certainty that they were nothing 
‘but an instrument fulfilling the Will of the big Other (God, Virtue, 
‘Reason, Cause). They were always tormented by the possibility that 
‘behind the facade of the executor of the Terror on behalf of revolution- 
tary Virtue, some “pathological” private interest might be hiding — or, 
ito quote a concise formulation by Lefort: 
& 
The fact is that the organization of the Terror was never such that its agents 
+. could free themselves from their own will or imprint themselves ona bady 
whose cohesion was ensured by the existence of its head. In short, they 
* could not act as bureaucrats. *? 


‘fe 
i 


‘ As such they were, so to speak, ontologically guilty, and it was only a 
“matter of time before the guillotine would cut off their heads. It is 
| precisely for this reason, however, that their Terror was democratic, 
‘not yet “totalitarian”, in contrast to post-democratic totalitarianism, 
. in which the revolutionaries fully assume the role of an instrument of 
the big Other, whereby their very body again redoubles itself and 
_ assumes sublime quality. It is against this background that we must 
: conceive, for example, Stalin’s famous “vow of the Bolshevik Party to 
‘its leader Lenin”: “We, the Communists, are people of a special 
. mould. We are made of special stuff” — it is quite easy to recognize the 
- Lacanian name for this “‘special stuff”’: object petit a, the sublime object, 
the Thing within a body. 

In the first chapter of the first edition of Capital, Marx conceived 
Money, in its relation to all other commodities, as a paradoxical 
element which immediately, in its very singularity, embodies the 
universality of all commodities — as a “singular reality which com- 
prises in itself all effectively existing species of the same kind”. The 
same paradoxical logic also distinguishes the functioning of the 
“totalitarian” Party: it is as if, alongside classes, strata, groups and 
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sub-groups, their economic, political and ideological structures 
which together constitute the different parts of the sociohistorical 
universe governed by the objective laws of social development, there 
existed the Party, an immediate individual incarnation of these objec- 
tive laws, a point of paradoxical short circuit between subjective wil] 
and objective laws. Therein consists the “special mould” of the 
Communists: they are the ‘objective Reason of History” incarnated 
and in so far as the stuff they are made of is ultimately their body, this 
body again undergoes a kind of transubstantiation; it changes into a 
bearer of another body within the transient material envelopment. 

It would be interesting to reread, on the basis of this logic of the 
sublime body of the Communists, Lenin’s letters to Maxim Gorky 
above all those from 1913 which concern the debate on the “construc- 
tion of God”’ [bogograditel ’stvo], a revisionist current of Russian social 
democracy supported by Gorky. The first thing that strikes the eye is a 
feature without any apparent theoretical weight: Lenin is literally 
obsessed with Gorky’s good health — here are a few samples of Lenin’s 
final words: 


— Let me know how you are. / Yours, Lenin. 

~ Are you in good health? / Yours, Lenin. 

a ake care of yourself. Send me a word. Repose yourself better. '/ Yours, 
in. 


When, in autumn 1913, Lenin heard that a fellow-Bolshevik was 
treating Gorky for his pneumonia, he wrote to him promptly: 


When a “Bolshevik” — true, an old one — treats you with a new method, I 
must confess that this disquiets me terribly! God save us from doctors- 
friends in general and from doctors-Bolsheviks in particular! . . . I assure 
you that you must undergo a cure only with the best specialists (with the 
exception of benign cases). It is simply horrible to experiment on yourself 
the inventions of a Bolshevik doctor!! At least take a check-up with the 
professors in Naples . . . [at that time, Gorky lived on Capri] . . . if these 
professors really know their job . . . . I'm telling you that if you leave 
[Capri] this winter, you must visit without further ceremony some first-class 
cone in Switzerland and in Vienna — it would be unpardonable not to do 
so! 


Let us pass over the associations that a retroactive reading of this 
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passage inevitably evokes today (twenty years later, the whole 
pf Russia tried out on itself the new methods of a certain Bolshevik); 
st us rather raise the question of the horizon of meaning of Lenin’s 
toncern for Gorky’s health. At first sight, the reasons seem clear and 
innocent enough: Gorky was a precious ally and as such deserved great 
gare. . . . However, the subsequent letter already throws a different 
hight on this whole affair: Lenin is alarmed by Gorky’s positive attitude 
towards the “construction of God” which, according to Gorky, 
should be only “postponed”, put aside “for the moment”, definitely 
pot “rejected”. Such an attitude is incomprehensible to Lenin, an 
extremely unpleasant surprise — here are the beginning and the end of 
this letter: 


Dear Alexei Maximovitch, / what are you doing, then? Really, it is 
terrible, simply terrible! // Why are you doing this? It is terribly painful. / 
Yours, VI. 


mesa, MS na Te 


‘And here is, in addition, the postscript: 


P.S. Take care of yourself more seriously, really, so that you will be able 
~. to travel in winter without catching cold (in winter, it 1s dangerous). 


“What is really at stake here emerges even more clearly at the end of the 
‘subsequent letter, posted together with the preceding one: 


I enclose yesterday’s letter: don’t mind my being carried away. Perhaps I 
didn’t understand you well? Perhaps you were joking when you wrote “for 
the moment”? Concerning the “construction of God”, perhaps you didn’t 
write that seriously? / Good Heavens, take care of yourself a little bit 
better. / Yours, Lenin. 


Here, the thing is finally said in a formal and explicit way: basically, 
Lenin conceives Gorky’s ideological confusion and his hesitations as 2 
sign of his illness and physical exhaustion. This is why he does not take 
Gorky’s counter-arguments seriously — in the last resort, his answer 
consists in repeating ‘Relax, take better care of yourself. . . ie 
This attitude of Lenin, however, has nothing whatsoever to da 
any kind of vulgar materialism, with an immediate reduction of 


with 
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Gorky’s reasoning to physiological processes; on the contrary, jt 
implies a notion of the Communist as a man of “‘special mould”: hen 
a Communist speaks and acts as a Communist, it is the objective 
necessity of History itself which speaks and acts through him. In other 
words, the mind of a true Communist cannot deviate because it is the 
immediate self-consciousness of historical necessity — consequently 
the only thing that can go wrong and introduce disorder is his body, 
this fragile materiality charged with a mandate to serve as a transient 
support of another body, “‘made of special stuff”’. Is not the ultimate 
proof of this special attitude of Leninist Communists towards the 
body the fact of the mausoleum — their obsessive compulsion to 
preserve intact the body of the dead Leader (Lenin, Stalin, Ho Chi 
Minh, Mao Zedong)? How can we explain this obsessive care if not by 
reference to the fact that in their symbolic universe, the body of the 
Leader is not just an ordinary transient body but a body redoubled in 
itself, an envelopment of the sublime Thing? 


How to extract the People from within the people? 


The emergence of this sublime body is clearly linked to the illegal 
violence that founds the reign of law: once the reign of law is 
established, it rotates in its vicious circle, “posits its presuppositions”, 
by means of foreclosing its origins; yet for the synchronous order of 
law to function, it must be supported by some “little piece of the real” which, 
within the space of law, holds the place of its founding/foreclosed violence — the 
sublime body is precisely this “‘little piece of the real’ which “stops 
up” and thus conceals the void of the law’s vicious circle. The logic of 
the “totalitarian” Leader’s sublime body, however, is not the same aS 
the traditional logic of the “king’s two bodies” — how do they differ? 
One has to look for the answer via an unexpected detour: in the 
Marquis de Sade. 

Lacan — not to mention Adorno and Horkheimer — has already 
demonstrated the inner connection between de Sade and Kantian 
ethics — has asserted that the Sadeian universe offers us the truth of 
Kantian ethical formalism. The structural homology between Kant 
and the democratic Terror is likewise a classical topos: in both cases, 
the point of departure consists in an act of radical emptying, evacua- 
tion. With Kant, what is evacuated and left empty is the locus of the 
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Supreme Good: every positive object which would occupy this place 
is by definition “pathological”, marked with empirical contingency, 
‘which is why the moral law must be reduced to the pure Form 
towing on our acts the character of universality. The elementary 
ration of the Jacobinical democratic Terror is also the evacuation of 
‘the locus of Power: every pretender to this place is by definition a 


“pathological” usurper — “nobody can rule innocently”, to quote 


$aint-Just again. The conclusion to be drawn is that there must also be 
@ parallel between de Sade and Saint-Just. 

F Let us begin with the fundamental Sadeian fantasy formulated by 
the Pope in Book V of Juliette. The Sadeian vision of Nature articulated 

here is an effective forerunner of Stalinist “dialectical materialism”: 

‘Nature is conceived as an eternal circuit of generation and corruption 

fin which, following iron laws, the old withers and the new is born. 

‘Why, then, does de Sade give a clear preference to destruction before 
giving birth to the new? According to his view, Nature is a slave of its 
‘own laws, caught in the implacable necessity of its circular movement; 

:the only way to enable it to create something effectively new is 
‘therefore an absolute Crime - that is to say, a crime whose destructive 
force exceeds the circular movement of generation and corruption, a 
‘erime which interrupts this very circuit and, so to speak, liberates 
-Nature from its own laws, rendering it possible to create new forms of 
idife ex nihilo, from the zero-point. It is therein that Lacan locates the 
“link between sublimation and the death-drive: sublimation equates to 
“ereation ex nihilo, on the basis of annihilation of the preceding Tradi- 
“tion. It is not difficult to see how all radical revolutionary projects, 
Khmer Rouge included, rely on this same fantasy of a radical annihila- 
: tion of Tradition and of the creation ex nihilo of a new (sublime) Man, 
delivered from the corruption of previous history. The same fantasy 
* also inspired the Jacobinical revolutionary Terror: Revolution must 
» erase the body of the people corrupted by the long reign of tyranny 
and extract from it a new, sublime body. To quote from Billaud- 
Varenne’s speech to the Convention on 20 April 1794: 


The French people have set you a task which is as vast as it is difficult to 
carry out. The establishment of a democracy ina nation that has languished 
in chains for so long might be compared to the efforts made by nature 
during the astonishing transition from nothingness to existence, and those 
efforts were no doubt greater than those involved in the transition from 
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life to annihilation. We must, so to speak, recreate the people we wish to 
restore to freedom. ? 


The contours of the Sadeian fantasy are easy to discern here: like the 
Sadeian agent in regard to nature, the revolutionary has to deliver the 
People from the chains of the old society, enabling it to cast away its 
corrupted body and to (re)create itself ex nihilo, ie. to repeat the 
“astonishing transition from nothingness to existence”: “As the Peo- 
ple must be extracted from within the people, the only means to 
extract them from themselves is to make a distinction between being 
and nothingness.”** This “extraction of the People from within the 
people” equates to the extraction of the sublime, pure object (Thing) 
from the corrupted Body. Its logic could be illustrated perfectly by a 
well-known paradox from cartoons: in a moment of panic or fight, a 
wolf or a cat strips off its animal skin, and beneath it we catch sight of 
ordinary human skin — in the cartoon universe, the hairy animal skin 
has thus the status of clothing; animals are really humans dressed up as 
animals. To be convinced, we have only to scrape off their fallacious 
wrapper. . . . The aim of revolutionary Terror is likewise to arrive at 
such an undressing: to flay off the animal, barbaric skin of the People, 
in hopes that its true, virtuous human nature will thus appear and 
assert itself freely. 

All the paradoxes detected by Lefort in the passage quoted from 
Billaud-Varenne follow the same matrix of time-paradox. The People 
charges the Convention — that is to say, its delegates — with the 
mandate to give birth to it, to create it anew from nothingness . . . - 
How can somebody who does not yet exist deputize the mission to 
create himself? How can somebody who still waits to be created 
precede his own conception? Here Lacanian theory offers us a precise 
answer: this paradoxical presence is that of a pure object, voice or 
gaze. Before its proper birth, the Nation is present as a superego voice 
charging the Convention with the task of giving birth to it. Lefort is 
quite justified in designating this condition by the term “fantasy”. The 
structure of this time-paradox also allows us to articulate the logic of 
the Leader’s sublime body. By conceiving of himself as an agency 
through which the People gives birth to itself, the Leader assumes the 
role of a deputy from (of) the future; he acts as a medium through which 
the future, not yet existing People organizes its own conception. What 
was a retroactive projection in the case of the myth of “primitive 
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jgecumulation” now becomes a self-legitimization of an actual political 

agent. 

i 

' 

"The “Hypothesis of the Master” 

‘The general conclusion to be drawn from what we have elaborated 
‘hitherto is that to grasp the functioning of a given ideological field, 
area to the symbolic order (the Lacanian “big Other’) and its 
different mechanisms (overdetermination, condensation, displace- 

iment, and so on) is not sufficient. Within this field, there is always at 

‘work a remainder of an object which resists symbolization, the 

igemainder which condenses, materializes pure enjoyment and which, 
our case, assumes the form of the King’s or Leader’s other, sublime 

dy. This remainder of the sublime body of Power is what allures the 

subject to “give way as to his desire” and thus entangle himself in the 


i . 
tparadoxes of servitude volontaire, as it was clear already to La Boétie: 


¥ 


Your oppressor has but two eyes, two hands, one body, and has nothing 
that the least of your infinite number of citizens does not have — except the 
advantage you give him, which is the power to destroy you. Where did he 
get those eyes which spy on you, if you did not give him them? Would he 
have all those hands to strike you with, if he did not get them from you? 
Those feet which trample upon your cities, where did he get them if they 
are not your own? What power has he over you, if it is not the power you 
give him?*® 


v 

La Boétie’s answer is therefore ultimately that of Pascal and Marx: it is 
ithe subject himself who, by behaving towards the Master ina subject- 
like way, makes him a Master. The secret of the Master, what is ‘in 
‘Master more than himself”, that unfathomable X which confers upon 
him the charismatic aura, is nothing but the reverse image of the 
“custom”, the subject’s symbolic rite — whence La Boétie’s advice: 
there is nothing easier than to get rid of the Master; one just has to stop 
treating him like one and, automatically, he will cease to be one: 


... you can deliver yourselves if you make the effort - not an effort to 
deliver yourselves, but an effort to want to do so! Resolve to be slaves no 
more, and you are free! I am not asking you to push him out of your way, 
to topple him: just stop propping him up and, like a great colossus whose 
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plinth has been taken from under him, he will crumble and be shattered 
under his own weight. 


Note La Boétie’s precise formulation: to deliver himself from the 
Master’s yoke, the subject is not obliged to make an effort to deliver 
himself, just an effort to want to do so! In other words, the gesture 
which constitutes a Master is a gesture in which there is no gap 
between “will” and its accomplishment: the moment we “want” 
something, it is done. Why, then, do the subjects remain servants at 
all? Why do they treat their Master in a master-like way? There is only 
one possible answer: because the same paradox also defines the status 
of freedom: 


Freedom is the one thing which men have no desire for, and it seems as 


Hoven the only reason this is so is that if they desired it, they would have 
it. 


“Freedom”’ is therefore the impossible point of pure “‘performativity” 
where intention coincides immediately with its fulfilment: to have it, I 
just have to desire it — such a saturation, of course, completely blocks 
the space of desire. And the ‘“‘Hypothesis of the Master” is precisely 
one of the possible issues enabling us to save our desire from this 
saturation: we “‘externalize”’ the impediment, the inherent impasse of 
desire, transforming it into a “repressive” force which opposes it from 
outside. The logic of this “externalization” appears in its purest 
apropos of the Despot, this exemplary figure of the “Other’s whim”: 
to elude the disquieting fact that the Other itself is ultimately impot- 
ent, impeded, unable to provide “‘it’” (the object-cause of our desire), 
we construct a figure of the Other who could have satisfied us, provide 
“it”, but does not do so because of his purely arbitrary whim.* 

In short, the trick here is the same as that of “courtly love”: “A very 
refined manner to supplant the absence of the sexual relationship by 
feigning that it is us who put the obstacle in its way.”’*? We elude the 
inherent impossibility of the sexual relationship by positing an exter- 
nal hindrance to it, thus preserving the illusion that without this 
hindrance, we would be able to enjoy it fully — no wonder, then, that 
the Lady in courtly love acts as the very embodiment of a whimsical 
Despot, submitting her knight to the most arbitrary and nonsensical 
ordeals. Here, we should recall the crucial passage from “The Subver~ 
sion of the Subject and the Dialectic of Desire” where Lacan articulates 
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how law “bridles” desire: the desire to be “checked” by the law is not 
the subject’s desire but the desire of its Other, of Mother as “primor- 
dial Other’; before the intervention of the Law, the subject is at the 
mercy of the “whim” of the Other, the all-powerful Mother: 


.. . itis this whim that introduces the phantom of the Omnipotence, not 
of the subject, but of the Other in which his demand is installed . . . and 
with this phantom the need for it to be checked by the Law. ... [the 
desire] reverses the unconditional nature of the demand for love, in which 
the subject remains in subjection to the Other, and raises it to the power of 
absolute condition (in which ‘“‘absolute” also implies “detachment”).% 


Before the reign of Law, Mother (the “primordial Other’’) appears as 
‘the “phantom of the Omnipotence”’; the subject depends totally on its 
“whim”, on its arbitrary (self-)will, for the satisfaction of its needs; in 
‘these conditions of total dependence on the Other, the subject’s desire 
is reduced to the demand for the Other’s love — to the endeavour to 
comply with the Other’s demand and thus gain its love. The subject 
‘identifies its desire with the desire of the Other—Mother, assuming a 
‘position of complete alienation: it finds itself totally submitted to the 
- Other-without-lack, non-subjected to any kind of law, which, 
according to its momentary whim, can satisfy or not satisfy the 
“subject’s demand. 
The advent of symbolic Law breaks this closed circle of alienation: 
the subject experiences how the Other-Mother itself obeys a certain 
Law (the paternal Word); the omnipotence and self-will of the Other 
_are thereby “checked”, subordinated to an “absolute condition”. 
“Consequently, the advent of Law entails a kind of “disalienation”: in 
so far as the Other itself appears submitted to the “absolute condition” 
’ of Law, the subject is no more at the mercy of the Other’s whim, its 
: desire is no more totally alienated in the Other's desire — that is to say, 
“the subject succeeds in establishing a kind of distance towards the 
* Mother’s desire; its desire is no longer reduced to the demand for the 
-Mother’s love. In contrast to the “post-structuralist” notion of a Law 
- checking, canalizing, alienating, oppressing, “Oedipianizing” some 
Previous “flux of desire”, Law is here conceived as an agency of 
“disalienation” and “liberation”: it opens our access to desire by 
enabling us to disengage ourselves from the rule of the Other's whim. 
All these are, of course, Lacanian commonplaces; what is usually 
overlooked here, however, is the way this “checking” of the Other's 
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desire by means of Law follows the structure of the “negation of 
negation”’; of the self-relating negation. The subject “‘liberates”’ itself 
not by “overcoming” the negative power of the Other to which it is 
submitted, but by experiencing its self-referential character: the negati- 
vity which the Other directed against the subject is actually directed 
against the Other itself, which means that this Other is already in itself 
split, marked by a self-referring negative relationship, submitted to its 
own negativity. The relationship of the subject to the Other thus 
ceases to be that of direct subordination, since the Other is no longer a 
figure of full omnipotence: what the subject obeys is no longer the 
Other’s will but a Law which regulates its relationship to the Other — 
the Law imposed by the Other is simultaneously the Law which the 
Other itself must obey. 

The ‘“‘Other’s whim” — the fantasy-image of an omnipotent Other 
upon the self-will of which our satisfaction depends — is therefore 
nothing but a way to avoid the lack in the Other: the Other could have 
procured the object of full satisfaction; the fact that it did not do so 
depends simply upon its inscrutable self-will. It is almost superfluous 
to point out the theological and political implications of this logic of 
the “Other’s whim”: one needs only to recall on the one hand the 
Calvinist theory of predestination — the idea of an omnipotent and free 
God who, unsubordinated to any law, determines in advance, accord- 
ing to His inscrutable ‘“‘whim”, who will be damned for ever and who 
will be saved; and, on the other hand, the already-mentioned fantasy 
of the Despot, of a power which is absolute, omnipotent, and simulta- 
neously at the mercy of the absolute self-will: where the only law is the 
Despot’s whim. 

It is in this precise sense that we should also conceive Lacan’s thesis 
according to which Father itself (as agency of prohibition) is a symptom; 
a “compromise-formation” which attests to the fact that the subject 
“gave way as to its desire”. Desire in its purity is of course “death- 
drive”, it occurs when the subject assumes without restraint its 
“being-towards-death”, the ultimate annihilation of its symbolic 
identity — that is, when it endures confrontation with the Real, with 
the impossibility constitutive of desire. The so-called “normal” resol- 
ution of the Oedipus complex — the symbolic identification with the 
paternal metaphor: that is to say, with the agency of prohibition — is 
ultimately nothing but a way for the subject to avoid the impasse 
constitutive of desire by transforming the inherent impossibility of its 
satisfaction into prohibition: as if desire would be possible to fulfil if it 
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were not for the prohibition impeding its free rein... . Psycho- 
analysis, however, does not “‘bet on Father”, the aim of the psycho- 
analytic process is in no way to bring about “successful” identification 
with the Name-of-the-Father: its aim is, on the contrary, to induce the 
analysand to choose “the worst” in the alternative “the Father or the 
worst” [le pére ou le pire] — that is to say, to dissolve Father qua 
symptom by choosing the desire’s impasse, by fully assuming the 
impossibility constitutive of desire.” 


The King as a place-holder of the void 


The ultimate paradox of the Master’s sublime body, however, is that 


its role cannot be reduced to that of a “symptom” enabling the subject 
- to avoid the Real of its desire: one should also reverse the perspective by 


exhibiting how the King’s body could also function as the very 
guarantee of the non-closure of the Social the acceptance of which 


. - = 3 
' characterizes democracy. What we have in mind, of course, is Hegel’s 


deduction of monarchy from his Philosophy of Right. . 

The paradox of the Hegelian monarch becomes manifest if we 
locate it against the background of what Claude Lefort called the 
“democratic invention”: the radical break in the very mode of the 
performing of Power introduced by the emergence of democratic 
political discourse. Lefort’s fundamental thesis — which has today 
already acquired the status of a commonplace — is that with the advent 
of the ‘democratic invention”, the locus of Power becomes an empty 
place; what was before the anguish of interregnum, a period of 
transition to be surmounted as soon as possible — the fact that “the 
Throne is empty” — is now the only “normal” state. In pre-democratic 
societies, there is always a legitimate pretender to the place of Power, 
somebody who is fully entitled to occupy it, and the one who 
violently overthrows him has simply the status of an usurper, whereas 
within the democratic horizon, everyone who occupies the locus of 
Power is by definition a usurper.™” 

All that is allowed within this horizon is that by means of electoral 
legitimation, a political subject temporarily exerts Power, whereat his 
status is thoroughly that of a proxy: we are constantly aware of the 
distance separating the locus of Power as such from those exerting 
Power at a given moment. Democracy is defined precisely by this 
untrespassable limit preventing any political subject from becoming 
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~ consubstantial with the locus of Power, and what is of special signifi- 
cance to us here is that Lefort designates this limit by means of the 
Lacanian notions of the Real and the Symbolic. With the advent of 
democratic discourse, the locus of Power changes into a purely 
symbolic construction that cannot be occupied by any real political 
agency. 

Bearing in mind the homology between Lefort’s thesis on the 
empty locus of power and Saint-Just’s famous motto ‘Nobody can 
reign innocently!”’ which served as the immediate legitimization of the 
Terror, the crucial fact becomes evident: the Jacobinical Terror was 
not a simple aberration or betrayal of the democratic project but, on 
the contrary, of a strictly democratic nature. The Jacobinical Terror 
differs from the post-democratic “totalitarian” terror in that it is not 
the terror of those who claim the right to “reign innocently” in the 
name of their “historical (class, race, religious . . . ) mission”’; the very 
notion of the Party as the embodiment of the “‘historical interest” is 
alien to the universe of Jacobinism. The Jacobins, on the contrary, 
perceived themselves as protectors of the empty locus of Power, as a 
safeguard against false pretenders to this place: ‘“The Terror is revolu- 
tionary in that it forbids anyone to occupy the place of Power, and in 
that sense, it has a democratic character.’ 

This is why, for example, Robespierre’s argument against Danton 
does not consist in any positive evidence of his guilt. It is enough to 
recall the obvious, purely formal fact that Danton is a revolutionary 
hero and as such elevated above the mass of ordinary citizens — that is, 
claiming a special status for himself. In the Jacobinical universe, the 
hero of the Revolution is separated from its traitor by a thin, often 
indefinable line. The very form of hero can turn into a traitor one who, 
as to deeds, is a revolutionary hero; this form raises him over ordinary 
citizens and so exposes him to the danger and lure of tyranny. 
Robespierre himself was quite aware of this paradox, and his tragic 
greatness expresses itself in his stoic acceptance of the prospect of 
being decapitated in the service of the Revolution. 

This deadlock of the Jacobinical position of protector of the empty 
locus of Power could be precisely articulated by reference to the 
Lacanian distinction between the subject of the enunciated and the 
subject of the enunciation. On the level of the enunciated, the Jacobin 
safeguards the emptiness of the locus of Power; he prevents anybody 
from occupying this place — but does he not thus reserve for himself a 
privileged place, does he not function as a kind of King-in-reverse — 
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that is to say, is not the very position of enunciation from which he 
acts and speaks the position of absolute Power? Is not safeguarding the 
empty locus of Power the most cunning and at the same time the most 
brutal, unconditional way of occupying it? 

Far from entailing any kind of return to the pre-democratic political 
order with a legitimate “natural” pretender to the locus of Power, the — 
Hegelian defence of monarchy presents us with a speculative solution 
to this Jacobinical impasse. The function of the Hegelian monarch 
corresponds exactly to that of the Jacobinical Terrorist: to serve as a 
protector of the empty locus of Power. That is to say, his function is 
ultimately of a purely negative nature; he is an empty, formal agency 
whose task is simply to prevent the current performer of Power 
(executive) from “glueing” on to the locus of Power — that is, from 
identifying immediately with it. The “monarch” is nothing but a 
positivization, a materialization of the distance separating the locus of 
Power from those who exert it. It is for this reason — because his 
function is purely negative ~ that the question of “who should reign” 
could be, even must be, left to the contingency of biological lineage — 
only thus is the utter insignificance of the positivity of the monarch 


_ effectively asserted. 


We can now see why the monarch, precisely as the point which 
guarantees and personifies the identity of the State qua rational totality, 
is a pure “reflective determination”. The impasse, the short circuit, of 
the Jacobinical position is dissolved by means of a “reflection-into- 
itself” of the negative barrier which, within the democratic universe, 
prevents political subjects from occupying the locus of Power — this 
very barrier is anew materialized in a subject in which pure, empty 
Name coincides with the immediacy of nature’s “‘last residue”, In 
other words, the only way effectively to bar political subjects from 
becoming “glued” to the locus of Power is to subjectivize anew this 
very barrier in the person of monarch. The vicious circle of Terror — of 
democrats cutting off each other’s heads indefinitely — is thus inter- 
rupted. So the monarch is a kind of inversion of the Jacobinical 
paradox. If, in the Jacobin, his position of enunciation (executor of 
Power) belies his enunciated (that of being a protector of the empty 
locus of Power, i.e. of its democratic character), the monarch, on the 
contrary, succeeds in functioning, on the level of enunciation, as an 
effective protector of the empty locus of Power precisely by assuming, 
on the level of enunciated, the shape of an unitary, positive Person, 
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that of a Sovereign, guarantor and embodiment of the State’s identity 
with itself. 4 


Is today’s Left therefore condemned to pledge all its forces to the 
victory of democracy? The irony here is unmistakable: up till recently, 
the Left displayed all its dialectical virtuosity in demonstrating how 
liberal-democratic freedom is not yet “actual freedom”, how an 
inherent antagonism pertains to it that will ultimately dig its own 
grave, how all phenomena which appear to liberal-democratic ideo- 
logy as mere excesses, degenerations, aberrations — in short: signs that 
the liberal-democratic project is not yet fully realized ~ are stricto sensu 
its symptoms, points at which its hidden truth emerges. Should 
today’s Left therefore resign itself to accept the pseudo-Hegelian thesis 
on the “End of History’’ and — to paraphrase Hegel’s Preface to The 
Philosophy of Righf - recognize reason as the rose of the only possible 
freedom in the cross of the late-capitalist present? Should it shame- 
facedly become speechless or indulge in the masochistic ritual of 
denouncing the ‘“‘totalitarian potential” of its own past — to the great 
satisfaction of conformist dwarfs whose self-complacency triumphs in 
today’s scoundrel time over the Leftist “‘utopiansm’’? 

In the face of the apparent worldwide triumph of liberal-capitalist 
ideology, it would be far more productive to recall Hegel’s dictum 
that a political movement gains victory when it splits. The moment of 
liberal democracy’s triumph, the moment when its external adversary, 
incarnated in the Communist “Evil Empire’’, disintegrated, is in itself 
(and will soon become also “‘for itself”) the moment of confrontation 
with its immanent limit: its own weaknesses can no longer be excul- 
pated by means of a comparison with “Them”’. In the West as well as 
in the East, we are already witnessing new political movements which 
are “events” in the sense elaborated by Alain Badiou: emergences of 
something that cannot be integrated into the existing ideological 
frameworks, signs of the New the pathbreaking character of which is 
attested by the very fact that they do not know what they are signs of 
and therefore often take refuge in the language of the past; it suffices to 
mention the Green movement. 

This New can be recognized by the diverse forms of refusal to 
follow the updated formula of the categorical imperative: “Act so that 
your activity in no way impedes the free circulation and reproduction 
of capital!’ Today, when the cracks in the facade of the worldwide 
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greening of democracy render more and more visible its grey flesh of 
capital; when - exemplarily the former GDR — democratic enthusiasm 
proves to be nothing more than a prelude to the integration of anew 
territory into the flux of capital, this effective force of deterritorializa- 
tion which undermines all fixed local identities, this veritable rhizome 
of our time, psychoanalysis is more than ever charged with the task of 
delimiting the space of possible resistance to this circulation: new 
forms of hysterical refusal of the subject to assume the pre- 
ordained place in this circulation, new forms of the hysterical question 


addressed to capital. 
To find proper names for this New is the task ahead for Left 


thought. In fulfilling this task, the Left has no need to renounce its 


past: how symptomatic is today’s forgetfulness about the fact that the 
Left was the “vanishing mediator” which gained most of the rights 
and freedoms today appropriated by liberal democracy, starting with 
the common right to vote; how symptomatic is the forgetfulness 
about the fact that the very language by means of which even the mass 
media perceive Stalinism (“Big Brother”, “Ministry of Truth’ ; and so 
on) was the product ofa leftist criticism of the Communist experience. 
Today more than ever, in the midst of the scoundrel time we live in, 
the duty of the Left is to keep alive the memory of all lost causes, of all 
shattered and perverted dreams and hopes attached to leftist projects. 
The ethics which we have in mind here, apropos of this duty, is the 
ethics of Cause qua Thing, the ethics of the Real which, as Lacan puts 
it, “always returns to its place”. 

’ Psychoanalysis knows many kinds of ethics; we could almost say 
that every ‘‘pathology” implies its own ethical attitude. The hysterical 
ethical imperative is to keep the desire alive at any price: apropos of 
every object which could satisfy it and thus threatens to extinguish it, 
the hysterical reaction is a “This is not that!” which sets the desire again 
in motion. The object of the obsessional desire is the Other’s demand: his 
imperative is to guess it and comply with it at any price. The 
obsessional is completely at a loss if the Other poses no demands on 
him, ifhe cannot in any way be “‘useful’’ to the Other; since this lack of 
a demand throws him face to face with the abyss of the Other’s desire 
beyond his demand — the obsessional sacrifices himself, works all the 
time for the Other, in order to prevent the appearance of the Other’s 
desire. The imperative of a pervert, on the contrary, is to work for the 
Other’s enjoyment, to become an object-instrument of it. And it seems 
as if the Left has until now vacillated between these three positions: 
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from the anarchist radical Left dominated by the “‘Narcissism of lost 
Cause”, which feels good when far from power where it can remain 
unsatisfied and maintain its distance towards the existing social order, 
over the traditional social-democratic obsessional ethics of compulsive 
satisfying the Other’s (voter’s) demands — “let us forget about great 
Goals, let us concentrate on what people really want and endeavour to 
provide it within the limits of the possible” — to the Stalinist pervert 
position of an instrument serving the enjoyment of the big Other of 
History (the ‘iron Laws of historical Progress”, etc.). 

Beside these three ethics of hysterical desire, obsessional demand 
and pervert enjoyment there is, however, a fourth ethical attitude, that 
of the drive. Lacan’s thesis is here sharpened to a point: it is not just that 
the subject must not “give way as to his drive”’; the status of the drive 
itself is inherently ethical. We are at the exact opposite of vitalist 
biologism: the image that most appropriately exemplifies drive is not 
“blind animal thriving” but the ethical compulsion which compels us 
to mark repeatedly the memory of a lost Cause. The point is not to 
remember the past trauma as exactly as possible: such “document- 
ation” is a priori false, it transforms the trauma into a neutral, 
objective fact, whereas the essence of the trauma is precisely that it is 
too horrible to be remembered, to be integrated into our symbolic 
universe. All we have to do is to mark repeatedly the trauma as such, 
in its very “impossibility”, in its non-integrated horror, by means of 
some “empty’’ symbolic gesture. 

A deeply affecting case of such a gesture was the evidence of a Polish 
Jew who survived Auschwitz and, despite the pressure of Communist 
power, refused to leave for the West. Asked by journalists about the 
reasons for his insistence, he answered that every time he makes a visit 
to the site of the camp, he notices a concrete block, a remainder of 
some camp building — he is himself like this mute concrete block, the 
only important thing is that he returns, that he is there. On another 
level, Claude Lanzmann did the same in his holocaust documentary 
Shoah: he renounced in advance every attempt to reconstruct the 
“reality” of the Holocaust; by means of numerous interviews with 
survivors, with peasants who today live on the site of Auschwitz, by 
means of shots of desolated remnants of the camp, he encircled the 
impossible place of the Catastrophe. And this is how Lacan defines 
drive: the compulsion to encircle again and again the site of the lost 
Thing, to mark it in its very impossibility —- as exemplified by the 
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embodiment of the drive in its zero degree, in its most elementary, the 
tombstone which just marks the site of the dead. 

This, then, is the point where the Left must not “give way”: it must 
preserve the traces of all historical traumas, dreams and catastrophes 
which the ruling ideology of the “End of History” would prefer to 
obliterate — it must become itself their living monument, so that as 
long as the Left is here, these traumas will remain marked. Such an 
attitude, far from confining the Left within a nostalgic infatuation with 
the past, is the only possibility for attaining a distance on the present, a 
distance which will enable us to discern signs of the New. 
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